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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Hepatic alterations in fish are often used as bioindicators for environmental health due to the role 

the liver plays in the body. Morphological changes in the liver can be examined using histological 

techniques and microscopic examination to serve as a biomarker for fish health. 

Previous studies have divided the histological changes of livers into different stages and used the data to 

develop a scoring system that quantified the damage observed (Camargo and Martinez 2007; Bernet et al. 

1999). I plan to modify the scoring system used by Camargo and Martinez (2007) to place greater 

emphasis on parameters that indicate irreversible damage. Largemouth bass (Micropterus salmoides) 

were collected from the Chattahoochee River (n=27) and Warm Springs National Fish Hatchery (n=25). 

The livers were removed and prepared using normal histological procedure. Two sections of each tissue 

were stained with Hematoxylin and eosin, Gomori’s trichrome, Reticulin, Iron, and Periodic acid Schiff 

stains. Light microscopy was used to examine each sample for parameters used to calculate the degree of 

tissue change (DTC). A significant difference in DTC was found between fish from Warm Springs and 

the Chattahoochee River ( P<0.001). There was also a significant difference in Hepatosomatic index 

(HSI) between fish from both sites (P<0.001). Based on the data, we can conclude that liver 

histopathology evaluation can be used as a biomarker for not only liver health, but overall fish health. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Hepatic alterations in fish are often used as bioindicators for environmental health due to the role 

the liver plays in the body. The liver is essential for detoxification, bile production and maintenance of 

homeostasis through processing of macromolecules and inorganic compounds (Taddese et al. 2014). 

Because of this, it is one of the organs most affected by contaminants in the water and in previous studies 

has shown signs of degeneration and focal necrosis when exposed to pollutants (Camargo and Martinez 

2007). The liver is susceptible to cytotoxicity and tumorigenesis due to its role in removal of toxins and 

energy metabolism (Wolf and Wheeler 2018). Morphological and molecular changes to the liver can be 

examined using histological techniques and microscopic examination and serve as a biomarker for fish 

health. 

Histopathological changes are commonly used as biomarkers in environmental monitoring 

(Camargo and Martinez 2007). Biomarkers can be used as physiological, biochemical, or histological 

indicators of the effects exposure to xenobiotic chemicals can have at the organismal level (Bernet et al. 

1999). Agricultural, industrial, and domestic sewage can contain a wide variety of organic and inorganic 

pollutants that without the proper treatment, can be discharged into waterbodies and negatively impact 

the water quality; this has lead to disease and structural changes in striped bass’ (Morone saxatilis) 

kidneys, liver, and skin (Bernet et al. 1999). One benefit of using histopathological techniques is that it 

allows for examination of target organs and therefore greater specificity. For example, toxic substances 

such as calcium sulfate, aluminum, zinc and trichlorfon have been shown to cause liver alterations in Nile 

Tilapia Oreochromis niloticus (Taddese et al. 2014). As an increasing number of man-made compounds 



  

 
 

 

result in histological changes in fish, hepatic tissue should serve a greater role in aquatic 

environment investigations due to the role the liver plays in the body. 

Hepatocytes, the main functional cells of the liver, are primarily examined in assessment of liver 

health. When there is increased functional demand from the liver, as in the presence of pollutants, 

hypertrophy may occur as a cellular response (Taddese et al. 2014). Hepatocyte hypertrophy results in 

irregular shaped nuclei and nuclear hypertrophy (Camargo and Martinez 2007). Further liver damage can 

result in necrosis, premature cellular death. These liver alterations have been shown to cause metabolic 

problems. Evidence of bile stagnation in fish livers has been noted in the form of lesions, characterized by 

yellow-brown granules in the hepatocytes (Camargo and Martinez 2007). In comparison to the liver of 

mammals, fish livers have greater tolerance for hepatotoxins; in other words, to have comparable hepatic 

changes, fish require a greater concentration of toxicant than mammals (Wolf and Wolfe 2005). This is 

thought to be because they can eliminate such toxins via their gills (Wolf and Wolfe 2005). 

In fish livers, histological changes are classified as necrosis if they display clear morphological 

indication of cell death or changes that suggest irreversible imminent cell death (Wolf and Wheeler 

2018). A few findings that indicate possible cell death are irregular or rounded cytoplasmic margins, 

nuclear changes (pyknosis, karyorrhexis or karolysis), disrupted liver architecture, and hepatocyte 

apoptosis (Wolf and Wheeler 2018). If present, these findings may be observed using special stains that 

highlight features not easily seen on an H&E stain. The periodic acid-Schiff (PAS) stain is used to identify 

glycogen (Krishna 2013); this has been used in human liver biopsies because it highlights hepatocytes 

presence and absence (Boyd et al. 

2018). The absence of hepatocytes may indicate necrosis. In human diagnostic liver pathology, 



  

 
 

 

reticulin stains are used to detect reticulin fibers and possible collapse of reticulin framework, an indicator 

of necrosis (Krishna 2013). It has been observed in humans that degradation of reticular fibers in hepatic 

sinusoid is correlated with the initiation or progression of liver fibrosis (Wen et al. 2016). This may be 

due to the role the reticular network plays in support of hepatocytes. Another stain that may be used in 

detection of fibrosis is an iron stain. A study done by Bloomer and Brown (2019) found that chronic iron 

overload in rats can lead to mild fibrosis. The presence of large quantities of iron or iron distribution 

between both hepatocytes and kupffer cells may indicate active hepatocellular injury, which is a sign of 

fibrosis (Krishna 2013). A trichrome stain may also be used to detect fibrosis as a result of liver injury 

(Krishna 2013). 

Though these special stains have not been used to study fish tissue, studies of mammalian tissue indicate 

that these special stains are successful in detecting additional parameters that lead to necrosis and fibrosis. 

Therefore, I would like to use these stains to test for the same parameters in Largemouth Bass. 

Previous studies have divided the histological changes of livers into different stages and used the 

data to develop a scoring system that quantified the damage observed (Camargo and Martinez 2007; 

Bernet et al. 1999). I plan to use these scoring systems as a base for developing a modified scoring 

system. A study performed by Camargo and Martinez (2007) divided liver degeneration in streaked 

prochilod (Prochilodus lineatus) into three stages, each stage increasing in the severity of liver damage. 

Stage one includes irregularly shaped cells with nuclear hypertrophy and the presence of eosinophilic 

granules in the cytoplasm; in this stage, the tissue can function as normal. Stage two includes changes 

that may impair the normal operations of the tissue: nuclear or cytoplasmic degeneration, bile stagnation, 

blood congestion and cellular 



  

 
 

 

rupture. Stage three is focal necrosis, damage that is irreparable. After dividing the liver alterations 

observed into the different stages, they developed a scoring system titled “Degree of tissue change” 

(DTC), which indicates the impairment to proper liver function in the neotropical fish species (Camargo 

and Martinez 2007). 

Other studies used indices to quantify liver damage (Taddese et al. 2014). A study performed by 

Taddese et al. (2014) used two different indices, the Hepatosomatic Index (HSI) and the 

Hepatohypertrophic Index (HHI), to examine the liver health of Nile Tilapia (Oreochromis niloticus). The 

Hepatosomatic index (HSI) examines the ratio of liver weight to total body weight. The 

Hepatohypertrophic index (HHI) quantifies the number of nuclei, and in turn, hepatocytes in a liver 

section. A greater number of hepatocytes indicates greater cases of hepatocyte hypertrophy and increased 

probability of severe liver damage. However, when necrosis is present, the amount of functional tissue 

decreases and in turn the overall liver size can decrease. When less healthy hepatic tissue is present, the 

liver is unable to store as much energy and therefore the health of the liver declines. This results in overall 

poor fish health due to the liver’s vital role in the body. 

My goal is to look at all the different liver parameters in order to develop a scoring system that 

better reflects the conditions in the aquatic environments using Largemouth Bass livers from 

Chattahoochee River and Warm Springs Fish Hatchery. In order to better evaluate liver health, I would 

like to shift focus towards what parameters are harder to recover from and fully include them in the new 

scoring system. The livers of Largemouth bass from pristine water bodies are hypothesized to be healthier 

than those from polluted water bodies. The more pristine waterbody, Warm Springs National Fish 

Hatchery, located in Warm Springs, Georgia, will serve 



  

 
 

 

as a semi-control. Due to its high exposure to contaminants, Lake Oliver of the Chattahoochee River will 

serve as the polluted waterbody. My hypothesis is that the new scoring system will better reflect the 

degree of liver damage in Largemouth Bass and further establish the type of liver damage that the fish can 

not recover from that could lead to death. Using the new scoring system, I hypothesize that the more 

pristine environments, like Warm Springs National Fish Hatchery, will have better fish liver health than 

more polluted environments, like Lake Oliver, Chattahoochee River. An expanded scoring system to 

evaluate the severity of liver alterations in fish will allow for a better understanding of the impact 

pollutants in water bodies have on hepatic tissue, and thus, on overall fish health. 



  

 
 

 

METHODS 
 

Sample collection 
 

Largemouth bass (Micropterus salmoides) was the species of choice for this study because of 

their high numbers in Columbus, Georgia and surrounding areas. In the Chattahoochee River, the fish are 

easy to find, a good size and are a common sport fish. Largemouth bass were collected from Lake Oliver 

of the Chattahoochee River (n=27) and Warm Springs National Fish Hatchery (n=25). In aerated 

containers, the fish were transported to Columbus State University where they were anesthetized with 

Tricaine methanesulfonate. The Largemouth bass were weighed, and total and standard lengths were 

measured. The livers from each fish were removed, weighed, and preserved in 10% neutral buffered 

solution. 

 
 
 

Histological preparation 
 

Using normal histological procedure, the tissues were placed in cassettes and processed. 
 

The tissues were then embedded in paraffin wax, sectioned with a microtome at 5 µm, and mounted 

on glass slides (Carson and Hladik 1997). A Hematoxylin and eosin, Gomori’s trichrome, Reticulin, 

Iron, and Periodic acid-Schiff stains were performed on two sections of each tissue (Fig. 1A-1E). 

These special stains were used to look at additional parameters that indicate fibrosis and necrosis. In 

past studies, Gomori’s trichrome stain was used to highlight reactive fibrosis as a result of hepatic 

injury (Krishna 2013). The Reticulin stain was used to detect reticulin fibers and possible collapse of 

the reticulin framework, a sign of necrosis (Krishna 2013). An Iron stain was used to detect iron, 

which if present in large quantities or 



  

 
 

 

distributed between both hepatocytes and kupffer cells, indicates active hepatocellular injury, a sign of 

fibrosis (Krishna 2013). A Periodic acid-Schiff stain will be used to identify glycogen deposition 

(Krishna 2013). 

 
 
 

Sample analysis 
 

All slides were examined using light microscopy to assess if liver damage was present. The 

degree of tissue change (DTC) in each tissue section was ranked using a modified scoring system by 

Camargo and Martinez (2007). Each parameter present was recorded within the scoring system to come 

up with a final degree of damage in that particular liver. 

The readers examined ten fields at 40x magnification. Using the H&E stained slides, stage one 

and two were scored (Fig. 2A and C). Stage three was scored using the reticulin stained slides (Fig. 2B 

and D). Stage one included nuclear hypertrophy, lateral nuclei, irregular shaped nuclei, cellular 

hypertrophy, cytoplasmic vacuolation, cellular atrophy, irregular shaped cells, and melanomacrophages. 

Stage two included nuclear vacuolation, cytoplasmic degeneration, cellular rupture, nuclear 

degeneration/atrophy, and pyknotic nuclei. Stage three included focal necrosis- reticulin meshwork 

collapse. Parameters observed in five or more fields were included in the scoring (Table. 1). All 

parameters present were added together and those in stage one were multiplied by one, those in stage two 

were multiplied by ten, and those in stage three were multiplied by one hundred. The three values were 

then added together to calculate the total Degree of Tissue Change (DTC). After calculating the DTC for 

each specimen, I compared the scores from Warm Springs Fish Hatchery and the Chattahoochee River. 



  

 
 

 

Using the liver and body weight, the hepatosomatic index (HSI) was calculated. The total liver 

weight was divided by the total body weight and multiplied by one hundred. Once HSI was calculated for 

each specimen, I compared the scores from both sites. 

 
 
 

Statistical analysis 
 

A 1-way ANOVA was conducted using Excel to compare the Degree of Tissue Damage (DTC) 

between Warm Springs Fish National Fish Hatchery and Chattahoochee River. A 1-way ANOVA was 

performed to compare mean HSI for each site. Alpha was set at 0.05. 

 
 

RESULTS 
 

Degree of Tissue Change 
 

For the Chattahoochee River, the DTC range was 25 to 145 and the average was 93.74. 
 

The DTC range for Warm Springs was 15 to 45 and the average was 27.32. There was a significant 

difference in the DTC score between the two sites (Fig. 3; F1,51=35.55, P<0.001). 

 
Hepatosomatic Index 

 

The HSI range for the Chattahoochee River was 0.0448 to 1.539 and the average was 0.8476. For 

Warm Springs, the HSI range was 0.6214 to 1.903 and the average was 1.272. There was a significant 

difference in the HSI score between the two sites (Fig. 4; F1,51=21.28, P<0.001). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

 
 

 

DISCUSSION 
 

Degree of Tissue Change 
 

The results support the hypothesis that livers from more pristine water bodies, Warm Springs 

National Fish Hatchery, would be healthier than those from more polluted water bodies, Lake Oliver, 

Chattahoochee River. Largemouth bass from the Chattahoochee River displayed greater liver damage 

compared to those from Warm Springs Fish Hatchery. The average DTC value for Lake Oliver, 

Chattahoochee River was significantly higher than that of Warm Springs Fish Hatchery, indicating more 

severe tissue damage. Focal necrosis was not observed homogeneously throughout any of the 

largemouth bass samples from Warm Springs Fish Hatchery. However, over half the samples from Lake 

Oliver, Chattahoochee River displayed focal necrosis. 

The scoring was established to place greater weight on parameters indicating necrosis. 
 

This is due to the loss of function and irreversible nature of the tissue change. Stage one consists of 

changes that are reversible and the fish is able to recover from. Stage two changes impair the normal 

operations of the tissue that can lead to cellular death. Stage three is reticulin meshwork collapse and 

focal necrosis, which indicates loss of tissue and reduction of overall liver function. These changes are 

irreversible. As the stages increase, the severity of the damage increases. 

Largemouth bass livers from Warm Springs Fish Hatchery showed minimal, if any, focal necrosis 

and therefore had significantly lower DTC values than those from Lake Oliver, Chattahoochee River. 

The lower DTC values indicate not only less damage, but overall greater liver health. The loss of liver 

function caused by cellular necrosis results in poor fish health due to the significant role the liver plays in 

the body. Based on the data, we can conclude that DTC values can be used as a biomarker for not only 

liver health, but overall fish health. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  

 
 

 

The Hepatosomatic Index 
 

The majority of fish collected from Lake Oliver, Chattahoochee River had a smaller ratio of liver 

to body weight than those collected from Warm Springs Fish Hatchery. Therefore, the average HSI value 

for the Chattahoochee River was significantly less than that for Warm Springs. This indicates decreased 

liver size in Largemouth bass from the Chattahoochee River. A decrease in liver size indicates a decrease 

in liver tissue. This decrease has a negative effect on the liver’s ability to store energy due to loss of 

functional tissue. Due to the liver’s role in detoxification and maintenance of homeostasis, a decrease in 

liver function causes a decrease in overall fish health. 

 
 
 

Special Stains 
 

Using multiple stains allowed for greater understanding and emphasis to be placed on parameters that 

indicate irreversible damage. However, only the Hematoxylin and eosin stain and Reticulin stain were used in 

this study to determine the degree of tissue change (Fig. 2A-D). The Reticulin stain (Fig. 1B) was used to 

confirm or deny the presence of focal necrosis by examining the reticulin fibers for meshwork collapse. Due 

to the weight of focal necrosis in the DTC score, confirmation of presence or absence of necrosis was vital 

for accurate assessment of liver damage. After performing the Gomori’s trichrome stain (Fig. 1C), it was 

determined that the H&E stain (Fig. 1A) was the preferred stain for assessing overall tissue changes. Though 

both the Periodic acid-Schiff stain (Fig. 1D) and Iron stain (Fig. 1E) were performed, a greater understanding 

of the role iron and glycogen play in the liver is needed before developing a quantitative assessment. 

 
 
 

Future Research 
 

In this project, I modified a scoring system previously used by Camargo and Martinez (2007) to 

reflect the degree of liver damage in Largemouth bass from Warm Springs National Fish Hatchery and 

Lake Oliver of the Chattahoochee River. Future research should continue to develop a scoring system  

 



  

 
 

 

based on hepatic tissue change and its use as a biomarker for fish health.   Also, additional water bodies 

and species of fish should be sampled to compare the occurrence and severity of liver damage to 

Largemouth Bass collected from Warm Springs and the Chattahoochee River. In order to develop a 

quantitative assessment using the Iron and Periodic acid-Schiff stain, future research needs to be 

performed to evaluate the impact the presence of iron and glycogen has on hepatic tissue. To avoid 

hepatic changes caused by seasonal variation, future research should be conducted using liver samples 

from the same season. Finally, water quality testing should be performed for both Warm Springs 

National Fish Hatchery and Lake Oliver of the Chattahoochee River to determine presence of pollutants 

and overall water purity. 
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FIGURES AND TABLES 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Histological images illustrating the five stains performed for the modified scoring system. The 
Hematoxylin and eosin stain is depicted in image (A), Reticulin stain in (B), Gomori’s trichrome stain in 
(C), Periodic acid-Schiff stain (D), and Iron stain (E). Only H&E (A) and Reticulin (B) were used in the 
Degree of Tissue Change (DTC) score. 



  

 
 

 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Histological images illustrating a H&E stain (A) and Reticulin stain (B) from the Chattahoochee 
River and a H&E stain (C) and Reticulin stain (D) from Warm Springs Fish Hatchery. Image (A) and (B) 
depict a DTC score of 135 and a HSI score of 0.5127. Image 

(C) and (D) depict a DTC score of 25 and a HSI score of 1.212. 



  

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Degree of tissue change in Largemouth Bass (Micropterus salmoides) from Warm Springs 
National Fish Hatchery and the Chattahoochee River (F1,51=35.55, P<0.001). Data were analyzed using 
univariate ANOVA. Columns sharing letters are not statistically different. 



  

 
 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4. Hepatosomatic Index in Largemouth Bass (Micropterus salmoides) from Warm Springs 
National Fish Hatchery and the Chattahoochee River (F1,51=21.28, P<0.001). Data were analyzed using 
univariate ANOVA. Columns sharing letters are not statistically different. 

 

Stage Alteration of Liver  

I Nuclear hypertrophy 
Lateral nuclei Irregular 

shaped nuclei Cellular 
hypertrophy 

Cytoplasmic vacuolation 
Cellular atrophy Irregular 

shaped cells 
Melanomacrophages 

II Nuclear vacuolation 
Cytoplasmic degeneration 

Cellular rupture 

Nuclear degeneration/atrophy 
Pyknotic nuclei 

III Focal necrosis- Reticulin 
meshwork collapse 

 

 
Table 1. Parameters used to calculate Degree of tissue change (DTC) in Largemouth Bass 
(Micropterus salmoides) from the Chattahoochee River and Warm Springs Fish Hatchery. 
Parameters observed in five or more fields were included in DTC scoring. Stage 1 and 2 were 
evaluated using H&E stain. Stage 3 was evaluated using Reticulin stain. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
Within the works of queer musicians that employ Christian imagery in some fashion, I posit that it is done 
in a unique way due to their complex and often painful relationship with religious institutions and 
dominant Christian social forces, most recently inflicted by the ascendancy of the Christian Right and their 
pursuit of an antigay agenda. The success of the Christian Right, both culturally and politically, has 
constructed homophobia within the American context as inextricably linked to Christianity which has led 
musicians of many backgrounds to find Christian imagery as the ideal vehicle in which to express their 
sexuality. For queer individuals who grew up in the Christian church during the ascendancy of the 
Christian Right and its manufactured antigay moral panics, it is likely their experiences within the church 
were not affirmative of their sexuality and opposed; and beyond their religious communities, broader 
society was so thoroughly saturated with homophobia stoked by the Christian Right, homophobic 
messaging was impossible to avoid. Consequently, the music we see today by queer musicians that utilize 
Christian imagery is in response to their complex personal relationship with their religious identity while 
simultaneously contributing to the construction of affirming queer communities that offer support and 
sustenance for queer individuals with similar backgrounds. 
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Introduction  

 The music video of Lil Nas X’s Montero (Call Me By Your Name) (hereafter Nas) depicts Nas 

rejecting his chance at Heaven to instead graciously and audaciously cavort down a stripper pole (past the 

gates of Hell), give a lap dance to Satan, snap the Devil’s neck, and steal his crown. His expression of 

Black sexuality in combination with religious imagery was met with furious outcry and a related lawsuit.1 

His use of Christian imagery within this work was a deliberate confrontation of his struggles in 

reconciling his experience with Christianity and his sexuality as a gay man. Nas was not the first person 

to use religion to explore queer sexuality - though Nas’s work delved into the intersection between 

religion, queerness, and race, which is less explored.2 In fact, the song’s namesake, Call Me By Your 

Name, is in reference to a piece of queer literature by Andre Aciman, popularized by the 2017 award-

winning film of the same name. Within it, the main character, Elio, slowly comes to terms with his 

attraction to men in tandem with acceptance and pride in his Jewish identity.3 Within artistic expressions, 

religion in some form is not uncommon to witness in works by queer individuals.  

 

Both queer and non-queer musicians have been using religious imagery, themes, and direct 

references within their art for centuries.4 It is commonplace for non-queer musicians to employ religion 

within their music. Recurringly, this is demonstrated in the use of Christian themes as a commonly 

understood language. For example, when The Cure sang “[dreaming] of all the different ways I had to 

make her glow” that felt “just like heaven,” listeners know exactly what was being discussed, that is, a 

                                                           
1“ What Lil Nas X’s ‘Montero ’Says about Black Queerness.”  
2“ What Lil Nas X’s ‘Montero ’Says about Black Queerness”: “When Madonna did it many years ago, it was 
controversial, but it certainly isn't the kind of backlash you see now with a Black gay artist doing it who is proud, 
who is remaining unapologetic and who is not guilted into these constructs of religion, that it really hurts people's 
souls and it prevents them from loving.” 
3 Aciman, Call Me By Your Name. 
4 Following the logic of Seeing Straight, within this thesis “When describing gender and sexuality, [I] will use queer 
as an inclusive term that encompasses not only diverse expressions of sexuality but also nonnormative gender.” 
Halley and Eshelman, Seeing Straight: An Introduction to Gender and Sexual Privilege, 13. 



 
 

 

shared moment of intimacy that feels divine and transcendent. In another example, within Lana Del Rey’s 

song “Religion,” she sings,  

 

Cause you're my religion, you're how I'm living   
When all my friends say I should take some space  
Well, I can't envision that for a minute   
When I'm down on my knees, you're how I pray 

 

 From the use of religion as a metaphor for the relationship, the audience can infer more than what is 

being explicitly stated. It can be deduced that the romance draws from Del Rey a steadfast, life-affirming 

devotion that also fosters an unequal power dynamic between her and her lover. From these two songs, 

the audience can intuit additional information as a result of their common understanding of the Christian 

religion.  

 

Within the works of queer musicians that employ Christian imagery in some fashion, I posit that 

it is done in a unique way due to their complex and often painful relationship with religious institutions 

and dominant Christian social forces, most recently inflicted by the ascendancy of the Christian Right and 

their pursuit of an antigay agenda. The success of the Christian Right, both culturally and politically, has 

constructed homophobia within the American context as inextricably linked to Christianity which has led 

musicians of many backgrounds to find Christian imagery as the ideal vehicle in which to express their 

sexuality. Further, I contend that the creation and popularization of such music contributes to the 

construction of affirming queer communities that offer support and sustenance for queer individuals with 

complex relations with their religious identity. 

 

 
Historical/Political/Cultural Context: the ascendancy of the Christian Right and the construction of 

homosexuality as a moral panic 

 



 
 

 

 Religious institutions have been powerful social forces for centuries, constructing, reproducing, 

and reinforcing various norms regarding gender and sexuality. However, the fixation on enforcing a 

heternormative society and decrying relationships outside of this norm are a relatively recent phenomenon 

most directly catalysed by the Christian Right, a political and social movement made up of an informal 

coalition among conservative Christian groups.5 Originally emerging following the various civil rights 

and liberation movements of the 1960s and 1970s, the Christian Right has become an incredibly 

influential political movement within the U.S. today, “setting the agenda for national Christian politics.”6 

The mid-century liberation movements, especially their challenges of norms regarding sexuality and the 

family, served as a reactionary catalyst for the Christian Right to emerge. The perceived threat felt by the 

Christian Right was an “attack on the family” led by “enemies of the traditional patriarchal family” such 

as women who shirked traditional roles and individuals seen as sexually deviant, a term which wholly 

encompassed the LGBTQ+ community.7 This belief that traditional Christianity was under siege was a 

significant force driving for the movement.8 Starting in the 1980s, the Christian Right keenly utilized 

mass communication to incredible effect, drawing significant audiences in television programs, radio 

stations, and print.9 During this period, the Christian Right was primarily mobilized against abortion, 

                                                           
5“ The Christian Right, The Twentieth Century, Divining America: Religion in American History, TeacherServe, 
National Humanities Center.” 
6 Rudy, Sex and the Church: Gender, Homosexuality, and the Transformation of Christian Ethics, 3-6; “The 
Christian Right, The Twentieth Century, Divining America: Religion in American History, TeacherServe, National 
Humanities Center.” 
7 Rudy, Sex and the Church: Gender, Homosexuality, and the Transformation of Christian Ethics, 9. 
8“ The Christian Right, The Twentieth Century, Divining America: Religion in American History, TeacherServe, 
National Humanities Center.” 
9 “The amount of antigay and homophobic material produced by the Christian Right is astounding. For example, 
nearly half of the issues of James Dobson’s Focus on the Family magazine contain cover stories or major stories 
(more than one page) devoted either to attacking homosexuality or to former homosexuals who now live - happily - 
in “traditional” families. Similarly, of the first eight issues of Beverly LaHaye’s Family Voice, half featured major 
stories opposing homosexuality, including two cover stories. Every one of the first twelve issues of Pat Robertson’s 
Christian America featured antigay stories. Moreover, several conservative Christian organisations exist for the sole 
purpose of eradicating gays and gay life from Christian America including The Report, producer and distributor of 
the film The Gay Agenda. Dozens of Christian books with titles like Sodom’s Second Coming, Legislating 
Immorality, and Unnatural Affections attack homosexuality.” Rudy, 58-59.  



 
 

 

whereas the 1990s was the decade where anti-gay efforts became their main focus.10 Throughout the latter 

half of the 20th century, the Christian Right became increasingly politically legitimate; to partly capture 

their political ascendance: “By most estimates, 60 percent of the 600 conservative Christian candidates 

running from coast to coast were elected from 1994, up from 40 percent just two years earlier.”11  By the 

early 2000s, the Christian Right had established themselves as a powerful voting bloc not to be ignored 

by the political establishment, and concurrently, in 2000 they elected a president eager to court their 

continuous and mobilized support.  

 

During the George W. Bush Administration of the early 2000s, the Christian Right’s impact made 

an antigay agenda politically advantageous.12 This anti-gay agenda, which had originally failed to 

motivate voters under George H.W. Bush, was now more possible with the political support of the 

Christian Right.13 In a 2005 article entitled “Republicans Relaunch the Antigay Culture Wars,” in The 

Nation, Doug Ireland argued that the Bush administration saw the Christian Right as a valuable voter base 

to be courted, and found homophobia to be a convenient strategy.14 Other contemporaries agreed, 

including Patrick Guerriero, executive director of the Log Cabin Republicans, who stated at the time, “It 

seems like it's a political card being played for the radical right on a national stage.”15 The catalyst for 

Bush’s antigay agenda appeared to develop following the Supreme Court case Lawrence v. Texas. In June 

                                                           
10 The focalization on the LGBT community during this time period can be ascribed to a multitude of reasons, the 
most obvious being the AIDS epidemic which made both the existence of queer people and their political power 
undeniable.  
11 Rudy, Sex and the Church: Gender, Homosexuality, and the Transformation of Christian Ethics, 11. 
12 There was a previous antigay moral panic in the 1980s during the Reagan administration which resulted the 
discharginig of almost 17,000 gay soldiers from the military, the overturning of State and local laws which protected 
gays and lesbians against discrimination, and a failed congressional effort to withhold federal funds to  “to any 
organization that suggest that homosexuality can de an acceptable alternative lifestyle.” (SPLC) This moral panic 
may be partly attributed to the AIDS epidemic but also that during the 1980s, “gay people en masse sought the 
protection and acceptance accorded to heterosexual families” in the form of marriage, adoption, and fostering rights, 
recognition of family status for insurance, social security and immigrations. Rudy, 69. 
13“ FROM THE ROSE GARDEN: SAME-SEX MARRIAGE; Bush Backs Bid To Block Gays From Marrying - 
The New York Times.” Johnson, “George H.W. Bush ‘Unsupportive ’on Gay Rights, HIV/AIDS.” 
14 Ireland, “Republicans Relaunch the Antigay Culture Wars,” 22. 
15“ FROM THE ROSE GARDEN: SAME-SEX MARRIAGE; Bush Backs Bid To Block Gays From Marrying - 
The New York Times.” 



 
 

 

26, 2003, the Supreme Court struck down laws which determined gay sex between consenting adults 

illegal.16 Following this case, there appeared to be an antigay backlash stemming from fears pertaining to 

the increased rights of gay individuals. Following this SCOTUS ruling, a June 25-27 Gallup poll found 

that “support for legalizing gay sex had plummeted a dramatic twelve points, to only 48 percent, down 

from a comfortable 60 percent in favor of legalization in Gallup’s May survey,” which coincided with 

lowered support for acceptability of “homosexual lifestyles” and same-sex civil unions. Five other 

national polls “confirmed the antigay trend.”17 Two days after the Gallup poll was released, “Bush 

unexpectedly used a Rose Garden press conference to announce that he’d assigned lawyers to come up 

with a plan to stop gay marriage.”18 Within the same month, “On July 29 the Senate Republican Policy 

Committee adopted a twelve-page policy paper declaring that gay marriage was a ‘threat’ to the 

established social order.”19,20 Most notably however, same-sex marriage had already been legally banned 

with the Defense Against Marriage Act of 1996 under Clinton which denied “federal recognition and 

benefits to same-sex marriages and allow[ed] states to deny recognition of such unions performed in other 

states.”21 This act passed through Congress with an overwhelming majority: 85-14 in the Senate and 342-

67 in the House.22 Considering that there already existed a federal law codifying marriage as between one 

man and woman, Bush’s antigay agenda can be, at least partially, attributed to a performative political 

stunt to gain and mobilize evangelical voters on his behalf. This fabricated moral panic over the gay 

agenda became a rallying point for the Christian Right across the nation. The following year in 2004, 

eleven states passed constitutional amendments prohibiting same-sex marriage even though federal 

                                                           
16 In this SCOTUS case, Lawrence v. Texas (2003), dissenting Justice Antonin Scalia complained that "the court has 
largely signed onto the so-called homosexual agenda." (SPLC). 
17 Ireland, “Republicans Relaunch the Antigay Culture Wars,” 18. 
18 Ireland, “Republicans Relaunch the Antigay Culture Wars,” 18. 
19 Ireland, “Republicans Relaunch the Antigay Culture Wars,” 18. 
20“ The Massachusetts court is expected to break down traditional marriage - to redefine its most historic and natural 
characteristic and ask society simply to hope that the institution endures. If this is the ruling, it cannot help but 
remake the social infrastructure of an entire State.” United States Senate Republican Policy Committee, “Policy 
Papers,” 418. 
21 Ireland, “Republicans Relaunch the Antigay Culture Wars,” 18. 
22 United States Senate Republican Policy Committee, “Policy Papers.” 



 
 

 

legislation which withheld recognition and benefits related to same-sex marriage already existed.23,24 

During that same year, prominent evangelical Christian leader James Dobson and his organization Family 

Action organized “Mayday for Marriage” rallies in six major cities promoting antigay marriage legislative 

efforts, one of which amassed an estimated 150,000 individuals in Washington D.C. alone.25 Dobson 

hosted the radio show “Focus on the Family” which had a hundred million listeners worldwide. On his 

show, he made multiple homophobic, absurd, and violent claims about the gay community, such as: the 

gays and lesbians would destroy the family, same-sex attraction could be cured, LBG individuals were 

comparable to Nazis, and ultimately, queer people’s existence was the antithesis to Christianity.26  

 

Politically, the direct impact of the Bush administration’s mobilization against gay rights on 

voters is unclear given the landscape of the period (see: 9/11, War on Terror, Invasion of Iraq). However, 

leading up to the 2004 presidential election, there were notable changes to Bush’s voter base which 

revealed growth though not mobilization. According to the Pew Research Center, voter turnout increased 

overall in the 2004 presidential election, but its religious composition did not change drastically from the 

presidential election of 2000.27 In fact, there was “no indication that white evangelicals boosted their level 

of participation” based on exit polls demonstrating that the gay moral panic initiated by the Bush 

administration was not effective in mobilizing non-voters. However, since the 2000 election, there were 

significant changes underway in the existing voting bloc of white evangelical voters with,  

                                                           
23“ History of the Anti-Gay Movement Since 1977.” 
24 In an article on “The Epidemic of Gay Loneliness,” journalist Michael Hobbes recounted a study which described, 
“the spike in anxiety and depression among gay men in 2004 and 2005, the years when 14 states passed 
constitutional amendments defining marriage as being between a man and a woman. Gay men in those states 
showed a 37 percent increase in mood disorders, a 42 percent increase in alcoholism and a 248 percent increase in 
generalized anxiety disorder. The most chilling thing about those numbers is that the legal rights of gay people 
living in those states didn’t materially change. We couldn’t get married in Michigan before the amendment passed, 
and we couldn’t get married in Michigan after it passed. The laws were symbolic. They were the majority’s way of 
informing gay people that we weren’t wanted. What’s worse, the rates of anxiety and depression didn’t just jump in 
the states that passed constitutional amendments. They increased (though less dramatically) among gay people 
across the entire country. The campaign to make us suffer worked.” Hobbes, “Why Didn’t Gay Rights Cure Gay 
Loneliness?” 
25“ History of the Anti-Gay Movement Since 1977.” 
26 Halley and Eshelman, Seeing Straight: An Introduction to Gender and Sexual Privilege, 118. 
27 Pew Research Center, “Religion and the Presidential Vote.” 



 
 

 

 

…rapid growth in Republican identification among both Southern and non-Southern 
evangelicals. Nationwide, Republican identification among white evangelicals increased 
from 39% in 1999 to 48% [in 2004]. In 2004, white evangelicals made up 23% of the 
population, and 37% of the Republican Party.28  

 

Further, white evangelicals were becoming an increasingly cohesive and Republican voting bloc, no 

longer as bipartisan as it was one election cycle previous.29 The growth in numbers and greater unity of 

the white evangelical voting population made them an increasingly integral and reliable voter base for 

Republicans. Today, the cohesion of the white evangelical voting base around an anti-gay agenda persists, 

though less central to the bloc. In a 2019 poll by the Public Religion Research Institute, it was found that 

“...support for LGBTQ protections remains relatively low among evangelical Christians, particularly 

those who identify as Republican. The poll found that 47 percent of white evangelical Republicans 

support LGBTQ protections, compared to 58 percent of white evangelical independents and 71 percent of 

white evangelical Democrats.”30  

 

 The collective effect of the Christian Right’s mobilizations around an antigay agenda was the 

creation of “a political tone in which more and more Americans [felt] that sexism and homophobia [were] 

acceptable political opinions,” which served as an effective offensive against the progress of queer 

movements, slowing their efforts.31 Ultimately, the Christian Right was successful in saturating broader 

culture and institutions with its homophobic rhetoric for decades. Further, there was little institutional 

support rallying elsewhere for gay individuals, notably the Democratic party, which left much of the 

Christian Right and Republican’s rhetoric largely unchallenged and definitely unmatched in scale. The 

                                                           
28 Pew Research Center, “Religion and the Presidential Vote.” 
29 Pew Research Center, “Religion and the Presidential Vote.” 
30 Aviles, “Miley Cyrus quit church because gay friends ‘weren’t being accepted,’” NBC. Fitzsimons, Majority of 
Americans back LGBTQ protections — but support is sliding,” NBC. Greenberg et al. Fifty Years After Stonewall: 
Widespread Support for LGBT Issues – Findings from American Values Atlas 2018, Public Religion Research 
Institute.  
31 Rudy, Sex and the Church: Gender, Homosexuality, and the Transformation of Christian Ethics, 11. 



 
 

 

nonexistent mainstream support for gay individuals at the time was emblematic of the nation’s lack of 

tolerance and acceptance of queer individuals, with neither party willing risk their political capital for 

them. The broader culture engendered by the Christian Right, along with the Republican and Democratic 

parties, promoted and implicitly sanctioned homophobia. For generations of queer individuals, the result 

was an environment which was vocally and actively hostile to their existence with homophobic rhetoric 

amplified by religious and social institutions and codified into law by political ones.  

 

This successful campaign by the Christian Right resulted in the coupling of Christianity and 

homophobia within America’s cultural consciousness, leading them to be deeply entangled in one 

another. From the AIDs epidemic to marriage equality, Christian institutions have become linked to 

homophobia, establishing themselves as both a symbol and active threat to queer rights. Consequently, 

many queer musicians find Christian imagery as a fitting vehicle in which to express their inner-

emotional life as it pertains to their sexuality.  

 

 

Individual impact of religious-based homophobia  

The political ascendence of the Christian Right allowed their rhetoric against same-sex marriage 

to take hold within the American political and social landscape, thus homophobia became an accepted and 

significant force in American culture and society. This more prominent and vocal homophobia was 

severely harmful to queer people, especially young queer people growing up within the Christian church. 

I direct my focus towards young queer people, roughly ages 10 to 24, as adolescence is a particularly 

vulnerable time. Within research by Raifman et al., wherein self-reported gay, lesbian, bisexual, or “not 

sure” respondents were referred to as “sexual minorities,” it was found that adolescence for all youth is a 

period in which one experiences “sexual and social development and increased risk for mental health 

disorders, suicide, substance abuse, and sexually transmitted disease transmission,” and for queer youth, 

these risks are higher: “adolescents who are sexual minorities...face elevated levels of each of these health 



 
 

 

risks, particularly suicide.”32 Upsettingly, in 2017, “suicide was the second leading cause of death for 

individuals 10 to 24 years old.”33  Consequently, by elaborating on the experiences of queer adolescents, I 

intend to highlight some of the most destructive effects of homophobia.  

 

Since the late 1990s, the suicide rates of young people have been consistently dropping. 

However, the disparity between the suicide rates of queer and heterosexual adolescents has remained 

persistent, with queer adolescents attempting and committing suicide at three times the rate of their 

heterosexual peers.34 According to Julia Raifman, a researcher on the suicidality among queer youth, 

“There is a great deal of evidence linking stigma against sexual minority youth to suicide 

attempts...stigma in the form of family rejection, peer bullying, and higher-level state policies are all 

linked to increased suicide among sexual minority youth.”35 Though it is difficult to discern direct 

causation between homophobia and suicidality, the research suggests that an affirming environment is 

crucial to the mental health and wellbeing of queer youth as both a preventative and supportive 

measure.36 Moreover, the persistence of this disparity in suicide rates between queer adolescents and their 

heterosexual peers, in spite of the changing social landscape, further speaks to the necessity of an 

affirming environment.  

 

Specifically, queer individuals who grew up within a Christian environment or identify as 

Christian have unique experiences with homophobia due to the significance of their religious identity and 

religious-based social connections. In the 2007 documentary For the Bible Tells Me So, a worker at the 

Trevor Project Suicide Hotline (a crisis phone line intended for young queer individuals) elaborated on 

                                                           
32 Raifman et al., “Sexual Orientation and Suicide Attempt Disparities Among US Adolescents”; Mustanski and 
Espelage, “Why Are We Not Closing the Gap in Suicide Disparities for Sexual Minority Youth?” 
33 Raifman et al., “Sexual Orientation and Suicide Attempt Disparities Among US Adolescents.” 
34“ Suicide and Violence Prevention Among Gay and Bisexual Men | CDC”; Raifman et al., “Sexual Orientation and 
Suicide Attempt Disparities Among US Adolescents.” 
35“ Suicide Rates Fall among Gay Youth but Still Outpace Straight Peers.” Emphasis my own.  
36 Raifman et al., “Sexual Orientation and Suicide Attempt Disparities Among US Adolescents”; Mustanski and 
Espelage, “Why Are We Not Closing the Gap in Suicide Disparities for Sexual Minority Youth?” 



 
 

 

the significance of religion as a catalyst for phonecalls, citing it as one of the top five reasons that young 

people call. The worker stated that, “[The church] shapes the thinking of children who are queer, making 

them feel alone, making them hate themselves.”37 The reason for these feelings of isolation, despondence, 

and intrinsic wrongness comes from the homophobic teaching that same-sex attraction is in direct 

contradiction with God’s word and intention, labeling it something aberrational and immoral (leading in 

some cases to conversion therapy, both forced and voluntary). Being socialized to believe that same-sex 

attraction is wrong can result in internalized heterosexism (IH or colloquially, internalized homophobia); 

“[IH] results when LGB individuals direct the heterosexist messages they have heard about sexual 

minorities towards themselves,” which may lead to depression, decreased life satisfaction, and 

suicidality.38 Further, research has found a significant positive correlation between IH and psychache. 

Psychache refers to an “intolerable emotional suffering,” and has been found to serve as a better predictor 

for suicidality than depression or feelings of hopelessness.39 Meaning that, the more an individual 

believes and internalizes homophobia, especially when it is taught by their religious community, the more 

they may experience psychache and thus its related higher probability for suicidality.  

 

 In a research study entitled, “Internalized Heterosexism, Religious Coping, and Psychache in 

LGB Young Adults Who Identify as Religious,” Bourn et al. measured rates of IH and psychache in 

relation to positive and negative religious coping responses. Within their study, Bourn referred to 

religious coping as the “process by which people draw on religious beliefs and practices to understand 

and deal with life stressors.”40 Specifically, the researchers sought to understand the connections between 

                                                           
37 The documentary For the Bible Tells Me So specifically explores the Christian Church and its fraught relation 
with homosexuality. Halley and Eshelman, Seeing Straight: An Introduction to Gender and Sexual Privilege, 115-
118.  
38 Internalized heterosexism is one potential risk factor of the broader minority stresses experienced by queer 
individuals. Minority stress refers to the “excess stress to which individuals from stigmatized social categories are 
exposed as a result of their social, often minority, position.” Bourn et al., 304. 
39 Bourn, Frantell, and Miles, “Internalized Heterosexim, Religious Coping, and Psychache in LGB Young Adults 
Who Identify as Religious,” 309, 303-304. 
40 The analysis explores both positive and negative religious coping strategies. I chose to focus solely on the 
negative strategies as the positive were not particularly relevant. Positive religious coping (PRC) referred to “a 



 
 

 

internalized heterosexism, psychache, and negative religious coping (NRC). Within the study, NRC was 

defined by insecurity, and the “religious struggle in the search for significance,” where “an individual 

might redefine a stressor as a punishment from God.”41 It was found that IH was associated with NRC, 

“which in turn was related to higher levels of psychache,” and did not lessen the connection between IH 

and psychache, indicating that religious coping for queer young adults does not significantly lessen their 

internalized heterosexism nor mitigate their related psychache but may, in some cases, increase 

internalized heterosexism and its related psychache.42 According to the researchers,  

 

LGB people who grew up in heterosexist faith environments, and who experience IH, 
may feel inferior to their heterosexual peers and believe they deserve their oppressed 
status, which may drive the use of NRC behaviors that are consistent with this negative 
self-schema.43 

 

The research conducted by Bourn et al. implies that the effects of a homophobic religious environment 

are consequential, significantly effecting individuals’ relationship with their religious identity and 

sexuality into young adulthood. For queer individuals who grew up in the Christian church during the 

ascendancy of the Christian Right and its manufactured antigay moral panics, it is likely their experiences 

within the church were not affirmative of their sexuality and opposed; and beyond their religious 

                                                           
secure relationship with God, a belief that there is meaning to be found in life, and a sense of spiritual connectedness 
with others,” wherein one might seek refuge and strength from their connection with God. From their research, 
Bourn found a significant positive correlation with PRC and NRC, indicating that if a queer, religious identifying 
individual were to use religious coping, they would use both PRC and NRC. Surprisingly, PRC was not correlated 
with psychache, meaning it did not have a significant lessening effect nor did it moderate the effect of IH on 
psychache. Where PRC had little to no discernible effect, NRC did demonstrate a significant negative effect. 
Further, the conclusions of the research cannot be fully understood without the context that only 3% of participants 
grew up in an affirming church. As a result, I chose to highlight the clear negative impacts of NRC and relegate the 
convoluted PRC findings to a large footnote.  
Bourn, Frantell, and Miles, “Internalized Heterosexism, Religious Coping, and Psychache in LGB Young Adults 
Who Identify as Religious,” 305. 
41 Bourn, Frantell, and Miles, “Internalized Heterosexism, Religious Coping, and Psychache in LGB Young Adults 
Who Identify as Religious,” 305. 
42 Bourn, Frantell, and Miles, “Internalized Heterosexism, Religious Coping, and Psychache in LGB Young Adults 
Who Identify as Religious,” 309. 
43 Bourn, Frantell, and Miles, “Internalized Heterosexism, Religious Coping, and Psychache in LGB Young Adults 
Who Identify as Religious,” 309. 



 
 

 

communities, broader society was so thoroughly saturated with homophobia stoked by the Christian 

Right, homophobic messaging was impossible to avoid.44  

 

Considering both the massive cultural and social effect of the Christian Right and the severe 

negative impacts of homophobia, the current noticeable trend of queer musicians adopting Christian 

subjects and themes within their music is unusual. Why would such individuals return to such painful 

subjects, and what do they have to say? 

 

 

Queer musicians navigating their personal histories through their music 

 As presented at the onset of this thesis, it is common for musicians to invoke religious imagery 

and references to utilize the shared themes and common language of Christianity. However, when queer 

musicians utilize religious imagery and references as a literal or metaphorical vehicle within their music, 

the intention and effect tends to convey their fraught relationship and history with religion. To 

demonstrate this, I will examine numerous musicians across genres, from mainstream pop and rock to 

self-produced Christian albums. In deciding which musicians to include within my analysis, I relied on 

my own playlists and music preferences which are glaringly white. With the exception of the 

aforementioned Lil Nas X and later FKA Twigs, all of the music I explore was created and from the 

perspective of white individuals. This lack of racial diversity within my analysis is significant for 

                                                           
44 Within the research I highlighted within the section, there are multiple limitations as highlighted by Mustanski’s 
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to highlight that queerness is not in itself an indicator or determinant of poor mental health. As argued by Rob Cover 
within Queer Youth Suicide, Culture, and Identity, “...queer younger persons are not vulnerable because they are 
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may be a result of the heteronormative environmental context in which that person is having, feeling or expressing 
non-normative sexual desires or behaviours. In other words, risk cannot be ignored, but we should avoid indulging 
the view that the risk is produced simply by the existence of queer persons, which ultimately reinforces some of the 
same heteronormativities that produce an environment for difficult lives in the first place.” Newman, “Queer 
Identity Development and Popular Music,” 9; Cover, Queer Youth Suicide, Culture and Identity: Unliveable Lives?, 
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numerous reasons. Firstly, it reveals implicit bias within my music preferences (as we know, the personal 

is political, so this realization has sparked self-questioning). Secondly, the whiteness of my playlists 

exhibits the long history and current reality of segregation within the music industry especially as it 

pertains to which genres people of color are allowed to exist in. As explained within the Rolling Stone 

article “The Music Industry Was Built on Racism. Changing It Will Take More Than Donations,” 

 

The charts have always been mostly segregated, with white musicians responsible for the 
majority of rock, country, and pop, and black musicians making their way in R&B and 
hip-hop. Black acts are still penalized for trying to move into white spaces — just last 
year, Lil Nas X was booted off Billboard‘s country chart — while white performers who 
dabble in hip-hop (Post Malone, G-Eazy) and R&B (Adele) benefit from a significant 
commercial windfall.45  
 

Due to these systemic injustices, and as I predominantly listen to pop, indie, and alternative, the 

pool of musicians I have to choose from are predominantly white.46 Therefore, within my 

analysis, it is pertinent to establish that the experiences of the musicians I highlight, though not 

exclusive to white individuals, are all based on the experiences of individuals racialized as white 

within the US and UK (with the exceptions of Nas and Twigs). Within future research, it would 

be beneficial to actively seek out the voices and perspectives of POC musicians and analyze their 

experiences with Christian-based homophobia.  

 

 

Explicit explorations of religion and sexuality 

 Within my sample of queer musicians, the utilization of religious imagery and Christian 

references is most apparent when queer musicians use music as a medium to explicitly explore the 

relationship between religion and sexuality. A particularly on-the-nose example is Sam Smith’s song 
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various ways from public-facing roles, like musicians, does not mean they do not exist.  



 
 

 

‘HIM’ on their second studio album Thrill of it All.47 It is one of multiple songs employing religious 

imagery within Smith’s discography. Within it, a boy comes out to his father with the chorus refrain,  

 

Say I shouldn't be here but I can't give up his touch  
It is him I love, it is him  
Don't you try and tell me that God doesn't care for us  
It is him I love, it is him I love.  

 

Through the purposefully vague utilization of he/him pronouns, the narrator ambiguously speaks of his 

love for both his male romantic partner and his love for God, directly challenging those that oppose both 

of these identities coexisting, queerness and Christianity. Notably, in an interview with New Musical 

Express (NME), Smith said about the song: “It isn’t my story...it is a story for the LGBT community.” 

Further, they explain how homophobia in the U.S., specifically Mississippi, acted as a catalyst for the 

song; they were motivated to speak up in opposition to homophobia.48  

 

Another song that directly confronts religious homophobia,“Adam and Steve” by Dorian Electra 

is a direct challenge to the homophobic, anti-same sex marriage slogan “It’s Adam and Eve, not Adam 

and Steve.” This slogan was first documented in 1977 at a 15,000 strong “profamily” protest in Texas, 

and later popularized in 1979 by Jerry Falwell until becoming culturally ubiquitous by the 1990s.49 The 

chorus of Electra’s song is the repetitive refrain, “And God made me / And He loves me, and He loves me 

/ God made me, and Adam and Steve.” Similar to Smith’s song, Electra claims the love from both God 

and the narrator’s male lover, asserting the ability for homosexual love and Godly love to coexist within 

one person intimately.   

                                                           
47 Smith uses they/them pronouns. 
48 NME, Sam Smith | In Conversation with NME. 
49 In addition to Electra, other queer individuals have labored to reclaim and refashion the phrase. This includes one 
business owner of a photography business called “Adam and Steve” which specializes in gay weddings and 
engagements. The owner said that, “We were mulling over a name, and I think probably every person in our LGBT 
community has heard ‘God made Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve. ’We wanted to take something negative and 
make it positive.” Schonfeld, “A Garden-Variety Slur.”  



 
 

 

 

 Though the aforementioned musicians have songs in their discography that explore the 

relationship between their sexuality and feelings towards religion, it is rarer to see a musician dedicate the 

entirety of an album to the fraught subject of one’s sexuality and religious beliefs, and even rarer for that 

album to be in the Christian music genre. Yet, in March of 2021, queer musician Semler’s album 

Preacher’s Kid topped the iTunes Christian music chart upon release.50 Semler originally did not plan to 

place their work within the genre, but upon encouragement from their partner, they decided to categorize 

it as Christian music. Within the album, “Semler explores faith and church through a queer lens.”51 

Semler did not intend to chart, but instead, wrote the album “because I just had things to unpack.”52 As 

the album’s name suggests, Semler is a preacher’s kid who “grew up in the rectory.”53 Their own 

episcopal church was affirming - or at least “as affirming as many churches were in the 2010s” - even 

allowing queer individuals to hold leadership roles. However, their church community was not reflective 

of the broader Christian culture at the time.54 In an interview with NPR, Semler recounted being exposed 

to broader Christian culture and its hostile homophobia: “I remember being introduced to a very different 

Christian doctrine that was quite confusing for me, and that made it pretty clear that my sexuality and my 

identity was something to hide and potentially, something to be ashamed of. And it was just — the culture 

at large was just emphatically not affirming, you know?”55 Semler was particularly struck by one 

experience at a church camp, 

 
I remember praying over someone at a church camp because they were gay and thinking 
in the back of my head, like, “Oh my gosh.” All of a sudden it was, I recognized: we're 
praying that she isn't what I am. And I'm gay. Now, that's like — [I] better keep this 
secret. I don't want people praying over me. I don't want to be crying and having 

                                                           
50 Semler uses all pronouns; for the purpose of clarity, within this thesis, I will be referring to Semler with they/them 
pronouns. I asked Semler on Tiktok how to go about doing this, and this was their response: 
https://vm.tiktok.com/TTPd2VtPG3/. (Thank you so much!) Kuruvilla, “This Queer Christian’s Album Challenges 
The Contemporary Christian Music Industry.” 
51 Martin, “Semler, With ‘Preacher’s Kid, ’Writes Music Of Faith For A Real World.” 
52 Martin. 
53 Martin. 
54 Martin. 
55 Martin. 

https://vm.tiktok.com/TTPd2VtPG3/


 
 

 

strangers ... I don't know this girl. I still don't know her last name. I have this vivid 
memory of her that came rushing back, now that I'm 30 years old. And I don't know her 
name — and I don't know if she's OK.56 

 
Even though Semler’s church was not determinedly homophobic, the broader homophobic Christian 

culture shaped by the Christian Right deeply affected their self-perception, relationship with religion, and 

understanding of their sexuality and continues to impact their life and relationships today. Within the 

song “Jesus from Texas,” Semler recounts losing a friend to her belief that Semler’s queerness was sinful 

and immoral: 

 
My best friend found God, so we lost touch 
I guess a Savior beats a friend who thinks you're good enough 
I hope she finds love and peace 
And if her kid comes out, I hope that she calls me 

 
Oh, what a terrible honor it's been 
To learn that my blessings are things you call sins 
I'll spend the rest of my life tearing down 
The Jesus from Texas you put in a crown 
But I won't give up on you 

  

Within these lyrics, even though Semler’s friend left because of their queerness, Semler still celebrates 

their “blessing” of queerness while wishing their friend love. There is no resentment. Alternatively, 

Semler reinforced their commitment not only to their former friend and her daughter but also to challenge 

and “tear down” the prejudiced and exclusionary form of Christianity Semler’s friend found.  

 

Within other tracks on Preacher’s Kid, Semler takes swings at facets of mainstream Christianity 

and recounts experiences of queer adolescence. In the album’s opening track, “Bethlehem,” Semler 

criticizes dogmatism, mission trips, megachurches, and tele-evangelist types,57  
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57 But the album is not all pain and digs; the song “Youth Group” captures the hilarious Christian childhood 
experience of having one’s sexual awakening at a youth group lock-in. The song opens with the lyrics, “Youth 
group lock-ins are really strange concepts / That youth group leaders seem to really like / It's like, ‘Let's take some 
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hidin' in the church / And if you just stay long enough you'll find him / But in my experience, the only thing you find 
/ Is your sexuality.” 



 
 

 

 
I’m gonna ask a lot of questions 
because I’m giving this my all 
you know the people preach now 
well they’d be putting us through shit 
and if you don’t sanction that then why are you rewarding it? 

 
You know the mission trips are scams 
they do more harm than good 
We got fame hungry pastors 
making bank in hollywood 
 

 These lyrics pose questions to current norms within mainstream Christianity, but these questions 

are not motivated from a place of scorn but instead love and care. Semler cares deeply about the Christian 

community and is “giving it [their] all,” therefore, they will hold it to account by leveling criticisms 

towards intolerance, the white saviorism intrinsic to mission trips, and avarice seen clearly in mega-

churches and their wealthy religious leaders. Through these challenges, Semler is simultaneously 

illustrating a form of Christianity they support, one that practices tolerance and active engagement while 

challenging systemic injustices such as racism, imperialism, and economic inequality.  

 

Regardless of mainstream Christianity’s negative reaction and pushback to Semler’s queerness, 

gender nonconformity, and their critiques of the Christian establishment, Semler still identifies as 

Christian, saying proudly, “Well, there's no division in me. It's not that I'm queer and then I'm Christian. 

I'm a whole person in Christ and I'm also queer.”58 Within Semler’s work and personal life, they are 

vocally proud of their identity as a queer Christian, however, it took perseverance to arrive to where they 

are today. From the Christian community in which Semler found religious sustenance and communion, 

they must also confront ostracization and attack. Yet, with the music they have crafted, Semler has begun 

to construct a community which is emphatically affirming of all queer backgrounds. Though Semler did 

not have this space to support and celebrate their identity growing up, through their music, they are 

                                                           
58 Martin, “Semler, With ‘Preacher’s Kid, ’Writes Music Of Faith For A Real World.” 



 
 

 

ensuring that young queer people of today have that opportunity. In one interview, Semler seemed more 

hopeful about the future of queer youth, “It’s just been so encouraging and heartening...I keep thinking 

about how this would have meant so much to me when I was 13 or 14 years old, to see an openly queer 

artist talk about being queer and struggling with faith and being hopeful with God and being mad with 

God sometimes.”59 Today, young queer Christians have that through musicians such as Semler and the 

fanbases their music cultivates, extending them feelings of comfort, belonging, and affirmation, 

ultimately reminding them that they are not alone and they were never “broken” to being with.  

 

 Contrasting with Semler, Lucy Dacus is a musician who left the Christian faith, yet still finds 

inspiration from her past experiences within it. Like Preacher’s Kid, Dacus’s most recent album Home 

Video (2021) explores queer Christian adolescence with retrospective songs like “VBS.” It recounts the 

quintessential Christian childhood experience of attending Vacation Bible School (“In the summer of '07 I 

was sure I'd go to heaven / But I was hedging my bets at VBS”). But additionally, Dacus wades into the 

less quaint but still quintessential memory of queer Christians: having a crush on the “wrong” gender, 

followed by shame, fear, and exclusion. On the track “Triple Dog Dare,” Dacus was inspired by a 

childhood memory wherein she had a crush on her friend, another girl. The girl’s parents swiftly ended 

the friendship, as they were concerned about the moral corruption of their child, which left young Dacus 

confused and hurt as she was not yet even aware of her own feelings towards her friend. Within the song 

she recounts, 

 

Your mama read my palm 
Shе wouldn't tell me what it was she saw 
But after that, you weren't allowed to spend the night 
I'm staring at my hands 
Red, ruddy skin, I don't understand 
How did they betray me? What did I do? 
I never touched you how I wanted to 
What can I say to your mom to let you come outside? 
You know I'll be seeking if you run and hide 
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If the door were to open, would you walk through the frame? 
If you're too afraid, it won't be you I blame 

 
You passed a note in class 
Told me to meet you at the overpass 
Your lip was trembling when you said that we are cursed 
You're trying not to cry 
When you tell me you're afraid that we may die 
I said “So what? Everybody's scared of that” 
I want you to tell me that you miss me 
Want you to hold and hurt and kiss me 
I wanna run away and live on your family's boat 
It's a triple dog dare, you're a chicken if you don't 
I can fish for our food and you know how to start a flame 
If you don't get out now, you'll only have yourself to blame 

 

 These lyrics illustrate the emotional anguish young queer people experience when they encounter 

homophobia and highlights the confusion they experience when others identify their sexuality before they 

have the opportunity to understand it themselves.When Dacus’s friend’s mother read her palms and did 

not let them hang out anymore, she was confused, “How did they betray me?” In looking at her hands, she 

searched for a reason, but like her sexuality, she had no control over the “red, ruddy skin” of her hands 

and the lines that creased them. Additionally, the specific experience that Dacus explores demonstrates 

the hyper-sexualization of queerness. To her friend’s mom, Dacus’s feelings were not that of a sweet, 

innocent childhood crush but instead something predatory and harmful. In an interview with Pitchfork, 

Dacus said of that time, “...her mom saw what was going on in a way that I didn’t. She was Catholic and a 

psychic and would tell my friend, ‘You are in imminent danger if you go over to Lucy’s house.’”60 This 

“premonition” from her friend’s mom was evidently a thinly-veiled excuse to keep her daughter away 

from Dacus.  

 

Though the experience Dacus relays in “Triple Dog Dare” is incredibly personal and specific to 

her life, its content still resonates with fans deeply as it touches on painful memories shared by many 

other queer individuals - memories of confusion, loss, exclusion, some incontrovertible innate wrongness, 
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and desperation to both get away from and go away with. In explaining what she chooses to write about, 

Dacus said, “I still think the most important function of my music is that, in my, you know, in the 

processing of my life. But it’s nice that it can be helpful for others, if it’s serving that purpose.”61 Similar 

to Semler’s motivation, Dacus is prompted to create by the desire to “process” her life, including the 

impact of experienced Christian-based homophobia that still resounds personally today.  

 

These highlighted works by Sam Smith, Dorian Electra, Semler, and Lucy Dacus together 

represent the efforts of a few queer musicians to explicitly highlight, investigate, and confront the 

relationship between their sexuality and Christianity for an intended audience of queer individuals. All of 

the aforementioned artists want to address Christian-based homophobia, and more personally, Semler and 

Dacus talk about their own complicated relationship with their sexuality, religious beliefs, and 

upbringings in their music and interviews. Each artist approached this uniquely: Smith from the 

perspective of witnessing Christian-based homophobia in America, Electra through the subversion of a 

homophobic Christian catchphrase, and Semler and Dacus through retrospectives of their Christian 

upbringings with its exposure to mainline Christian-based homophobia. Each of the highlighted songs are 

connected through the potency of Christian homophobia in their lives regardless of their affiliation; for 

Smith, even though they are British, the homophobia of Mississippi compelled them to act. For Electra, 

they drew inspiration from the persistently popular Christian-based homophobic catchphrase. And though 

Semler’s personal church community was affirming, exposure to broader homophobic Christian culture, 

which was significantly shaped by the Christian Right, was what contributed to their fraught self-

perception. Similarly, though Dacus later left the church, she was exposed to Christian-informed 

homophobia as an adolescent. Among these musicians, the unifying experience of Christian-based 

homophobia is unsurprising as each of them range in age from 25 to 31, placing each of their youths 

during the period of the Christian Right’s immense cultural saturation. (Notable: each of the 
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aforementioned musicians grew up in the “South,” though not all in the Bible Belt, with the exception of 

Smith.) 

 

 None of the artists leveled scriptural or theological critiques, they were not seeking to evaluate or 

condemn Christianity itself as a religion, but alternatively to understand their personal relationship with 

Christianity and the specific cultural outgrowth and homophobic teachings of the Christian Right. Within 

their music, one finds a range of queer religious experiences created for queer audiences and additionally, 

a direct challenge to the formidable cis-heteronormative status quo of the Christian Right. The 

aforementioned musicians have dealt with, witnessed, or personally encountered painful experiences 

caused by Christian-based homophobia. The prevalence of these enduring painful experiences 

demonstrate the destructive cultural and personal effects of politicians using queer individuals at the 

expense of mobilizing their evangelical voting base.  

 

 

Reading further into the less obvious 

In addition to the previous artists, there are other queer musicians that utilize Christian imagery in 

less explicit ways. Such music, that references religion without explicitly exploring its relationship with 

sexuality, may ostensibly appear similar in fashion with music by non-queer musicians who utilize 

religion as a common language. In some ways, it does. However, when one analyzes those songs by 

taking into account the sexuality of its creator, new depth can be speculated in the song’s meaning. 

Though these deeper readings may be lost on heterosexual listeners, they are likely to be picked up by 

queer listeners.  

 

A recurring religious motif in music is to affectionately refer to one’s lover as an “angel,” a 

divine-being residing in or acting on behalf of heaven. However, distinctively within music by queer 

musicians, motifs of angels and heaven function to both elevate their lover and highlight the degrees of 



 
 

 

separation between them with the musician emphasizing their earth or hell-bound selves. For example, 

within the song “Angels Like You” in Miley Cyrus’s 2020 album Plastic Hearts, Cyrus tenderly refers to 

her lover as an angel but further deepens this metaphor by explaining that her position as an angel is the 

reason they cannot be together: “It’s not your fault I ruin everything / And it’s not your fault I can’t be 

what you need / Baby, angels like you can’t fly down here with me.” Within these lyrics, Cyrus paints an 

image that places her lover in heaven, while she places herself “down here,” suggesting either earth or 

hell. Further, the audience is presented with Cyrus’s negative self-perception wherein she drives home the 

idea that there is an intrinsic wrongness within her which is the cause of the relationship’s failure (“It’s 

not your fault I ruin everything”). Cyrus’s wrought self-perception, based on the idea that there is an 

immutable fault within her, is one of the ways internalized heterosexism may manifest itself. While 

Christian-based homophobic rhetoric posits that homosexuality is a sinful “lifestyle” to be cleansed and 

cured from, queer individuals may internalize this rhetoric in tandem with the knowledge that they cannot 

change their sexuality, thus crafting an internal narrative of an intrinsic wrongness. Cyrus’s conviction 

that something immutable about herself is the reason the relationship has failed, coupled with her decision 

to utilize the imagery of angels, are notable and cannot be divorced from her pansexuality. 

 

Similarly, Troye Sivan expresses a similar sentiment in his recently released single, “Angel 

Baby.” In a straightforward way, Sivan paints an image of a heavenly lover, however, this “angel” must 

save Sivan from hell and in the process, give up heaven in order to be with him. This is shown in the first 

verse and chorus,  

 

I need a lover to keep me sane 
Pull me from hell bring me back again 
... 
You came out the blue on a rainy night, no lie 
I tell you how I almost died, while you're bringing me back to life 
 
I just wanna live in this moment forever 
'Cause I'm afraid that living couldn't get any better 
Started giving up on the word forever 



 
 

 

Until you give up heaven so we could be together 
 
You're my angel, angel baby 

 
 
Here, Sivan plainly states that he was in hell until his lover saved him and in the process, his lover 

sacrificed the eternal paradise of heaven. Though the rest of track falls into a (pleasantly) repetitive 90s 

pop ballad, contextualizing this track within Sivan’s broader discography demonstrates his belief that he 

cannot gain entrance into heaven, or may even deserve hell. This negative self view is directly related to 

his perspective towards his sexuality. At the beginning of his career, Sivan established that “heaven” is 

something he felt he must give up in order to live freely within his sexuality. This is most evident in his 

song “HEAVEN” from his 2015 debut album Blue Neighborhood which has the unconcealed lyrics,  

 

Without losing a piece of me 
How do I get to heaven? 
Without changing a part of me 
How do I get to heaven? 
All my time is wasted 
Feeling like my heart's mistaken, oh 
So if I'm losing a piece of me 
Maybe I don't want heaven?62 

 

Within these lyrics, Sivan utilizes “heaven” to construct a dichotomy between what it takes to get into 

heaven and his sexuality, painting the latter as a barrier to the former. Further, within the music video for 

“HEAVEN,” images of Sivan and his partner Jacob Bixenman are interwoven with archival footage of 

ACT UP protests, Harvey Milk’s board of supervisor’s campaign campaign, and other civil rights 

marches. A DAZED interview within Sivan described the music video as “[tying] into the song’s lyrical 

journey of self-acceptance and, more specifically, the idea that Sivan’s sexuality rendered him a ‘sinner’ 
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by default.”63 The music video for “HEAVEN” is just one of three in the Blue Neighborhood trilogy 

which, according to Sivan,  

It's a trilogy of music videos with one narrative that flows throughout that discusses 
coming out and LGBT love and ultimately LGBT suicide, which is an issue that I think 
needs to be spoken about. At the end of the day I wanted to show young, queer love in 
the same light that hetero love is shown. And just kind of innocence and sweetness and 
just how violently that can be torn apart by a non-accepting environment. Kind of show 
people the power they have—when you know a queer person, whether you accept them 
or not can be very, very impactful in that person's life. I wanted to make sure that people 
were aware of that.64  
 

 
When questioned on the use of religion within this track by DAZED, Sivan explained that his 

religious beliefs were something he struggled with, asking himself “If there is a God, does he hate 

me?” and later, “If there is a heaven but I can’t be myself up there, then maybe I don’t want 

heaven.”65 This personal realization led him to concurrently leave religion as he came to 

understand his sexuality during his adolescence. As Sivan recounted,  

 

Having a ‘sin’ on my chest before even waking up in the morning didn’t sit right 
with me. I understand and appreciate that there are plenty of religious LGBTQ+ 
people, but for me and my probably fairly basic understanding, that was an issue. 
Today, I enjoy being culturally very Jewish, but I find little in the religious 
side.66  

 

Given Sivan’s repeated usage of such divine imagery and the unambiguous connection between 

his feelings towards heaven and his sexuality, it is clear that what Sivan is doing with his lyrics 

extends far beyond utilizing religion as a common language, instead presenting a distinctly queer 

experience in relation to Christian-based homophobia which asserts that queer people do not 

belong in heaven but instead are damned to hell.  
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 Within the lyrics of Cyrus and Sivan, their utilization of angelic and heavenly imagery emphasize 

a divorce between their sexuality and their ability to go to heaven. Heterosexual listeners may not 

naturally read further into these lyrics, yet, many queer listeners may consciously or subconsciously 

resonate with the themes of an intrinsic wrongness, feeling damned, and ultimately feeling locked out of 

heaven and what it represents, such as religious or social acceptance and celebration. However, these 

themes could be expressed in a myriad of ways, leading one to ask, why utilize Christian imagery as a 

vehicle to express their queer sexuality?  

 

Within the American context, discussion surrounding queerness and the social acceptability of 

queer identities is inextricable from religion, specifically Christianity, given the ascendancy of the 

Christian Right’s movement over the last few decades. Additionally, Cyrus and Sivan’s ages at the time 

of writing, 29 and 26 respectively, reveal that their adolescence occurred during a period of incredible 

cultural saturation of the Christian Right’s homophobia. Consequently, it is likely that both Cyrus and 

Sivan perceive Christianity as, in part, antithesis to their queer identities. Given both of their upbringings 

in religious communities, their internalized homophobia is, at least partially, due to religious anti-gay 

policies and rhetoric. Cyrus grew up in Tennessee, the Bible Belt, hearing and internalizing the antigay 

rhetoric of the Christian Right. On her Instagram show “Bright Minded” in 2021, Cyrus recounted how 

being brought up in the church during that time and place led her to “[have] a hard time with me finding 

my sexuality...” She eventually left the church due to its homophobia: “The reason why I left my church 

is that [my gay friends] weren’t being accepted. They were being sent to conversion therapies.”67  

 

For Sivan, he was born in South Africa and grew up in Australia, which in the early 2000s had a 

comparable emerging Christian Right that rallied on behalf of cis-heternormative gender roles and in 
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opposition to abortion rights and same-sex relationships.68 Though Sivan grew up in a Jewish household 

and identifies as culturally Jewish, the cultural and political influence of the Christian Right likely 

permeated his life, coloring his conception of his own sexuality and beliefs regarding Christianity. This 

exposure to Christian-based homophobia led him to identify the distinctly Christian, and not Jewish, 

imagery of heaven, hell, and angels as a vehicle for his self-expression. Within Sivan’s music, the 

seemingly inextricable link between Christianity and homophobia is apparent - when thinking of the 

latter, one will always come to the former. Further, Sivan himself is keenly interested in Christian-based 

homophobia and the violence it inflicts upon young queer people, an interest which led him to participate 

in Boy Erased, a 2018 biographical film which follows a young gay man’s experience in forced 

conversion therapy. In addition to playing a minor role in the film, Sivan co-wrote and performed the 

song “Revelation,” expressing the feeling of liberation that can be found in a partner.  

 

 
Within these aforementioned tracks, I am not positing that Cyrus or Sivan were having a crisis of 

religion or spirituality in crafting these songs; instead, I aim to emphasize that their queerness can not be 

disentangled from their music. Further, similar to the artists who were more explicit about their 

experiences with Christian-based homophobia in relation to their sexuality, the tracks by Cyrus and Sivan 

reveal their negative perceptions of themselves and their sexuality, resulting from their experiences with 

Christianity. Cyrus and Sivan’s youth were during the ascendancy of the Christian Right’s antigay agenda 

which contributed to their conception of homophobia as deeply connected to Christianity. Given these 

circumstances, it is probable that Cyrus and Sivan’s conceptions of Christianity as oppositional to their 

sexuality was acutely influenced by the Christian Right thus explaining their decision to use Christianity 

as a vehicle in which to express their queer relationships.  

 

                                                           
68 Maddox, God Under Howard: The Rise of the Religious Right in Australian Politics; Tamaschke, “Book Review 
of God Under Howard: The Ride of the Religious Right in Australian Politics.” 



 
 

 

 

That is a stretch, no? 

 Now, some may argue that my aforementioned lyrical insights are a stretch because really, who 

actually listens to music that closely? Such a comment is understandable among heterosexual audiences 

as their experiences historically have been represented in art.69 However, queer individuals have had to 

actively work in order to find themselves reflected. Seeing that queer artists have existed as long as art 

itself, and yet, there are conspicuously fewer pieces of queer art than heterosexual - such combined 

knowledge may appear contradictory. However, when one takes into account the deliberate erasure and 

exclusion of queer people and ventures to delve deeper into the art itself, actively seeking out queer 

stories - the perceived “lack” of queer art in the face of queer existence makes sense. The queer stories 

are there, but they are keenly and purposefully hidden from heterosexual audiences whom the stories are 

not intended for; this process is camp. According to pop culture scholar Steven Cohan, camp is the act of 

“smuggling homosexual content into a seemingly heterosexual environment.”70 Another scholar, 

Christopher Moore, argues a narrower definition within his essay “Camping the Sacred,” positing that 

camp is “an ironic communicative device across the culture of homosexuality during a period when that 

culture could not afford public visibility.”71 Simply, camp’s goal is to “communicate with other gays,” 

and was “never meant to be read and understood by all, but only by cognoscenti attuned to their 

subversive message.”72 I am not arguing that the work of Cyrus or Sivan are camp, as I align with 

Moore’s argument that “camp may no longer be said to function in entirely the same manner, at least in 

many developed Western democracies.”73 Instead, the depths of analysis I am suggesting of Cyrus and 

Sivan, though missing the parameters of camp, do fit within the tradition and modern evolution of camp 

                                                           
69 This goes for particularly white heterosexual audiences as the stories of non-white groups within American media 
and art have been historically nonexistent or lacking in variation.  
70 Moore and Purvis, Music and Camp, 79. The word choice of “smuggling” is interesting here as it implicitly 
suggests such an act may be conceived of as criminal.  
71 Moore and Purvis, Music and Camp, 75-76. 
72 Moore and Purvis, Music and Camp, 77. 
73 Moore and Purvis, Music and Camp, 75-76. If you are interested in reading more about “Clerical Camp” and the 
community spaces it creates, specifically in inter-war France, I suggest reading Moore’s article. 



 
 

 

towards a more overt celebration of queer stories. Due to queerness having to be deliberately hidden, 

subdued, and even erased within modern history, the distinctly queer cultural practice of seeking out 

queer stories, where there is ostensibly none, is deeply ingrained.74 And though within the last few years 

there have been meager improvements in queer “representation” in media, for queer folks, this practice of 

reading deeper is instinctive and persists regardless.  

 

 

Musical solidarity and mutual…adversaries 

 In addition to queer musicians challenging the cis-heternormativity promoted and reinforced by 

Christianity, there are heterosexual musicians doing the same. Though their upbringings were not 

impacted by experienced homophobia, these musicians were negatively impacted by Christianity’s gender 

norms and beliefs towards sexuality leading them to subvert these values in their music as adults. 

Ostensibly heterosexual musicians such as Hozier and FKA Twigs both have dedicated albums to the 

subject - and have attracted large queer audiences in the process. Hilariously, Hozier specifically has 

somehow garnered and cultivated a remarkably sapphic fanbase.75 For Irish musician Hozier, though he 

was raised within the Quaker tradition, Catholicism and its repressed views towards sexuality deeply 

impacted his life and his conception of his own sexuality.76 Many songs within his career set out to 

challenge the policing of sexuality by Catholic institutions, the most popular of his works being the song 

which launched his meteoric rise to fame in 2014, “Take Me To Church,” whose accompanying music 

video depicts an act of anti-LGBTQ gang violence in Russia. Within the song’s lyrics, Hozier sings  

                                                           
74 If you are curious to see the extent of such efforts, I suggest perusing through the Little Women fandom on 
Tumblr. Both the sexual and gender identity of Jo March are in fierce contest with extensive textual and historical 
evidence backing the various camps. Or just google “queering.” 
75“ Sapphic anthems are almost always associated with the words yearning and softness, meaning that Sufjan 
Stevens' diminutive and tenderhearted music, which has long been read as queer, has attracted a sapphic label, as has 
the devout music of straight Irish singer Hozier, who has become widely acknowledged as a kind of male sapphic 
icon. ‘I'm becoming more and more informed of my lesbian cult following and you guys are amazing, ’Hozier said 
in a 2019 Tumblr Q&A, after a fan asked if he was aware of his strong lesbian fanbase.”  “The Limitations of the 
‘Sapphic Anthem.’” 
76“ Hozier Shares Thoughts on His Quaker Upbringing | SVT/TV 2/Skavlan - YouTube.” 



 
 

 

 

Every Sunday's getting more bleak 
A fresh poison each week 
 
“We were born sick,” you heard them say it 
 
My church offers no absolutes 
She tells me, "Worship in the bedroom" 
The only heaven I'll be sent to 
Is when I'm alone with you 
 
I was born sick 
But I love it 
Command me to be well 
Aaay. Amen. Amen. Amen 
 
Take me to church 
I'll worship like a dog at the shrine of your lies 
I'll tell you my sins so you can sharpen your knife 
Offer me that deathless death 
Good God, let me give you my life77 
 

Hozier has stated that the song is “not an attack on faith,” but instead “about sex and it’s about 

humanity...the song is about asserting yourself and reclaiming your humanity through an act of love.”78 

However, the lyrics clearly reject and mock the dictums of religious institutions such as the Catholic 

Church whose narrow views of sex reject anything beyond the martial and heteronormative.79 Further, the 

music video for the song clearly seeks to condemn political apparatuses that find justification in their 

oppressive, anti-LGBTQ policies within the ordinances of religious institutions. Though Hozier is 

ostensibly a heterosexual man, his music sets out upon a parallel path to the aforementioned queer 

musicians: reject the unquestioned power institutional religion attempts to exert upon your lives 

especially as it pertains to something so innately human as sexuality.80  

 

                                                           
77 Also within this song is the absolutely demented lyric, “There is no sweeter innocence than our gentle sin.” 
78“ Q&A: Irish Musician Hozier on Gay Rights, Sexuality, & Good Hair.” 
79 Within other songs in his discography, Hozier’s confidence in mocking the church has grown. Most hilariously, 
this is seen within “Moment’s Silence (Common Tongue)” on his Nina Cried Power EP. 
80 Emphasis on “ostensibly” as “coming out” is not a requirement for queerness.  



 
 

 

 Regarding FKA Twigs, her most recent album MAGDALENE utilizes the biblical figure Mary 

Magdalene to explore power imbalances inherent to heterosexual relationships, feminine power, fame, 

heartache, cystic fibroids, and the anguish from being in an interracial relationship. In an interview with 

Louis Theroux in 2021, Twigs explained how she found inspiration in the figure of Mary Magdalene. As 

a young child in a religious school, she was taught that Magdalene was a marginal, insignificant, immoral 

character without wisdom or power of her own; she was taught to see Magdalene as a piece of the 

background in Jesus’s life. Within the interview, Twigs said:  

 

And Mary Magdalene...I don't know, she just had so many questions around her that were 
unanswered that I just felt like I wanted to dive deeper in terms of like, why wasn't there 
that much written about her in the Bible? And she was an incredible herbalist and she 
worked with oils and she did heal people. She had a lot of knowledge. There's also 
evidence of her funding a lot of Jesus's missions and stuff. But why hasn't she been 
written about in a positive way? Like I found it really interesting that at the end of it all, 
because I grew up in Gloucestershire and a lot of the schools are very religious, I went to 
like religious schools when I was growing up that I just heard that she was a prostitute. 
So as I got older, I thought it was really interesting that if you dig a little bit deeper, not 
even that far, that you can find out that she was somebody that was incredibly 
knowledgeable and kind and magical and inspirational. But yet when I was young, she 
was just like a prostitute. And it kind of made me think how the patriarchy can do that to 
women sometimes. And I felt like I'd experienced that at times in my career.81 
 

For Twigs, her rediscovery of Mary Magdalene was a powerful force which allowed her to see 

herself and her own experiences reflected. Consequently, within her album MAGDALENE, she, in 

large part, rejects and subverts the misogynistic tropes about Magdalene that she was taught in 

school, reclaiming and rewriting Magdalene in a new light.82 Similar to the process of 

reclamation by queer musicians which challenge the heteronormativity and homophobia of 

religious institutions, Twigs rejects the misogynistic readings of Magdalene and by doing so, 

challenges the patriarchy inherent to Christian institutions.   

 

                                                           
81 Theroux, “FKA Twigs.” 
82 A tiktok of my personal analyses of MAGDALENE if it so pleases your interest: 
https://vm.tiktok.com/TTPd2Vp1U3/; https://vm.tiktok.com/TTPd2VsSuN/ (copy and paste into search bar) 

https://vm.tiktok.com/TTPd2Vp1U3/
https://vm.tiktok.com/TTPd2VsSuN/


 
 

 

Though my thesis predominantly explores how the Christian Right has harmed queer 

individuals, it is necessary to highlight how their cis-heternormativity negatively affects cis- and 

heterosexual individuals as well, which is why I chose to include Hozier and Twigs within my 

analysis. Moreover, in order to challenge the cis-heternormativity of Christianity, both queer and 

non-queer individuals must recognize how such forces harm them both and collectively challenge 

these beliefs and subvert their political and cultural power. By undermining the influence of one 

of the most significant forces against queer rights, cis- and heterosexual musicians may act as 

allies to the queer community.   

 

 

Construction and value of queer communities 

 For decades, the Christian Right promulgated an antigay agenda which created a more 

homophobic society and has had severe negative impacts on queer individuals, especially during 

adolescence. Given this context, the notable trend of queer musicians using Christianity within their 

music is significant, and arguably, life-saving due to their construction of religious and religious-adjacent 

queer communities. In her psychology 2003 thesis, “Queer Identity Development and Popular Music,” 

author Becky Newman found that, “participants use music to counteract or challenge queer oppression, to 

evoke or enhance feeling states, and to affirm and organize their identity. Through popular music, they 

were able to connect with a community and validate their own existence and that of other queer 

individuals, decrease their feelings of isolation, gain role models, and normalize queer sexuality.”83 From 

Newman’s study, I will focus on the community connecting and building aspect, and how the subgroup of 

formerly or currently religious queer folks may find affirming and sustaining communities through the 

musical works of queer musicians who invoke religion. 
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 Psychologically (and quite obviously to anyone who has ever experienced music), music serves 

many positive functions; it is a medium that allows for the expression of the inexpressible, the creation of 

group identification through the production of culture, a medium to enforce social norms, and validation 

for personal experiences, emotions, and values on a much larger scale.84 Studies have shown that those 

with “heightened feelings of loneliness or non-belonging may be more likely to use mass media, letting it 

take the place of more direct social contact,” and that music may decrease these feelings of loneliness.85 

Further, music has been found to be especially integral for young people, serving as a major factor in the 

construction of their identity and belief systems.86 Given that the process of queer identity development 

may contribute to or amplify one’s feelings of shame and isolation, the function of music may be 

especially powerful for queer adolescents as they come to understand their identity.87 Additionally, music 

is a uniquely accessible medium, extending itself to regions that do not have vast queer community 

infrastructures (think “We Will Rock You” by Queen at an Ole Miss football game or a Russian club). In 

addition to the deeply personal function of music when experienced independently, music serves as a 

valuable community building tool. Within Newman’s study, music-based communities (clubs, music 

venues, fan communities, etc.) served as a site of creation for queer identity as well as simply creating 

access and visibility to other queer individuals and culture.88 Through these music-based connections, 

queer individuals may find “a ready-made support group” which may be significant for someone to form 

a positive relationship with their queer identity.89 Such spaces would be especially valuable to young 

queer individuals as “initial queer contacts have an impact on whether the development of a queer identity 

is positive or negative.”90  

 

                                                           
84 Newman, “Queer Identity Development and Popular Music,” 11. 
85 Newman, “Queer Identity Development and Popular Music,” 12-13, 65. 
86 Newman, “Queer Identity Development and Popular Music,” 14. 
87 Newman, “Queer Identity Development and Popular Music,” 12. 
88 Newman, “Queer Identity Development and Popular Music,” 16. 
89 Newman, “Queer Identity Development and Popular Music,” 10. 
90 Newman, “Queer Identity Development and Popular Music,” 9. 



 
 

 

 Given these positive functions of music, especially for queer adolescents, the popularization and 

growing trend of queer musicians using religious themes within their music is an invaluable trend that is 

worth noting - and encouraging. The recent presence of Christianity in music made by and for queer 

people is novel, contributing to the creation of norms within this specific subgroup of individuals while 

fundamentally constructing a community affirming of queerness. This subgroup offers space to both 

queer individuals who have left religious institutions and queer individuals who still identify closely with 

their religion, in this case Christianity. Without the niche community crafted, in part, by these musicians, 

queer individuals with a religious history or identity would feel further isolated within their experiences. 

This loss would be felt especially intimately by religious queer folks. Unknown to many outside queer 

spaces, in addition to institutional and social attempts to exclude queer folks from Christianity, religiosity 

is a thorny subject within queer spaces and is often dismissed.91 Due to the immense harm religious 

institutions have wrought on queer communities, queer spaces are remarkably hesitant and hostile towards 

people who are vocally religious, including religious queer people. As religious institutions have 

influentially acted in opposition to the queer community for decades and religion has often been used as a 

cudgel to oppress queer folks, leaving religion is customarily seen as liberatory and a normative good for 

queer individuals.92 This in-group practice coupled with antagonistic religious institutions has left 

religious queer individuals with limited space to exist proudly in both their queer and religious identities 

with whatever space for them having to be created by them. Consequently, the growing trend of queer 

musicians utilizing their complex religious histories in their music has proven especially valuable for the 

creation of a community for Christian queer individuals.  However, for the depictions that express and 

reinforce the incompatibility of queerness and Christianity, such as the previously mentioned songs by 

Miley Cyrus and Troye Sivan, the same cannot be said. Nevertheless, taken within the context of the 

                                                           
91 Constructing queer religious spaces and encouraging religious acceptance within queer spaces is a topic of 
discourse within online religious communities. 
92 Kirsty Gurtler goes further to argue that the secularism seen here is based in Western queer narratives in her 
article, “Moving Toward Divine Queerness: Broadening the Trajectory of the Secular Queer Narrative.” Gurtler 
argues on behalf of “...the potential contained in queer faith to unsettle the normative hegemony of Christian 
secularism, and to deconstruct persisting colonial, heteropatriachal ideologies.”  



 
 

 

growing number of queer musicians proudly discussing their faiths and religious upbringings, the 

messages of Cyrus and Sivan are occurring within an increasingly diverse range of stories coming from 

queer individuals. It is not that the experiences of Cyrus and Sivan should be discounted or discouraged, 

but instead are continuously being seen as a queer experience and not the queer experience.  

 

 

The possibly life-saving musical trend 

With the current trend of proudly queer Christians, it is apparent that a deliberate reclamation and 

reinvention of what Christianity is, who it belongs to, and who is welcomed, is underway. Specifically 

presented within this thesis, I have argued that some queer musicians are embarking on a process to carve 

out and create space for queer individuals that previously did not exist in significant numbers within the 

realm of music. This is most clearly seen in Semler, who discovered in the process of creating Preacher’s 

Kid that the work they had made would have been so valuable to them as a queer Christian growing up. 

Within an NPR interview, in response to the question, “Did you always know you'd be fine?” Semler 

replied, 

 

No. I definitely didn't. I have pretty strong memories of lying in bed, listening to 
Christian music, ironically. And just wondering, like, “Will I ever be OK?” I didn't know 
that I would be fine. And I think that my life now is so exciting and happy, and I wanna 
be visible for anyone who needs to see it, because I think it would have been helpful for 
me. And I know, as artists, a lot of what we do is sort of extending a hug to our younger 
selves — and that's very much, I think, what this project was for me. 

 

It is wonderful to remark on how Semler is not the only musician vocally embarking on this project - 

there are other outspoken musicians doing the same, including Julien Baker. Her critically acclaimed 

music, proud queerness, and Christian identity has garnered New Yorker and Pitchfork headlines such as 

“Julien Baker Believes in God,” “The Raw Devotion of Julien Baker,” and “Julien Baker on Being Queer, 

Southern, Christian, and Proud.” Though the repetition of these headlines may frame Baker tokenistically 

as “the” lesbian Christian musician, which is undoubtedly unfortunate and simply untrue, they 



 
 

 

additionally demonstrate how novel and unknown this proud convergence of identities is, and yet, at 

every opportunity, Baker speaks to the pride she feels in each of them. In interviews, Baker acknowledges 

the unpopular nature of being proudly Christian in spaces usually conceived of as secular, such as the 

indie music scene and queer spaces, but emphasizes how each of these pieces of her identity are non-

negotiable. In explaining her decision to be uncompromising as a Southern, touring, lesbian musician, 

Baker said in a 2016 interview with Pitchfork,  

 

Ultimately, I’m not going to change my behavior to accommodate that fear [of being 
known as a lesbian at Southern venues]. I would rather be authentic and risk making 
people uncomfortable. That’s a boldness engendered in me by the people I’m surrounded 
by. I have this rainbow guitar strap, and I used to switch guitar straps when I played at 
church, and now I know I have a home there—they don’t care. But it was an internal fear 
of being perceived as too gay—until I started wondering, “Why am I afraid of being too 
much the thing that I am?” Why am I afraid to buy Doc Martens because I’m afraid 
someone would call me a dyke? Yeah, that word would hurt my feelings, but I like how I 
look in Doc Martens. It’s not like I get on stage and introduce myself as a queer 
musician, but anyone who reads anything about me knows I’m queer.93  

 

With Semler and Baker releasing music in the 2010s and 2020s, they have both taken part in the current 

ongoing reclamation of Christianity for queer individuals, but there is another mainstream artist whose 

proudly queer and Christian identity has been present since the early 2000s: Sufjan Stevens, who is a 

notably outlier by age within my sample at 46 years old at the time of writing. Throughout his 

discography, Stevens has weaved in, wrestled with, and questioned his Christian beliefs. For Stevens, his 

music is an act of communion; on his Tumblr blog, he has “compared artistic creation to the Christian 

concept of the Eucharist - [viewing] the artist as transforming their spirit into a tangible creation as an act 

of generosity.”94 Notably, he has also lambasted the Trump administration and its Christian proponents 

for their use of “corrupt theological fear-mongering.”95 Within numerous songs, Stevens has ambiguously 

                                                           
93“ Julien Baker on Being Queer, Southern, Christian, and Proud | Pitchfork.” 
94 Mendelson, “The Compelling Faith of Sufjan Stevens.” 
95“ Sufjan Weighs In On Religion And Politics Again: ‘God Has No Political Boundary.’” 



 
 

 

used he/him pronouns that may refer to either Jesus or a male lover. Such songs have launched the 

creation of fan groups (tens of thousands strong) dedicated to decoding and memeing these lyrics 

(#GayForJesus), Vice headlines such as “We Can't Stop Wondering if Sufjan Stevens Sings About God or 

Being Gay” (with the subheadline: Can it be both?), and Spotify playlists entitled “Is this Sufjan Stevens 

Song Gay or Just About God,” which has almost 3,400 likes.96 Musicians such as Julien Baker and Sufjan 

Stevens, whose success extends into the secular mainstream, are role models on the vanguard and 

growing trend of this reinvention of Christianity in relation to sexuality, gender norms, and more broadly, 

queer identity. As they contribute to the construction of queer spaces for all backgrounds in addition to 

rejecting cis-heteronormative institutional practices, these musicians are being role models and crafting 

pathways to affirming communities for queer individuals, which may serve as vital lifelines for queer 

adolescents.97  

 

 
So what? 

 A generation of queer folks have been victimized as a result of the Christian Right’s actions 

whose political and cultural ascendancy were significantly catapulted by a fabricated moral panic over 

homosexuality. Though I have focused on the ascendancy of the Christian Right and the previous zenith 

of its antigay agenda, their assault on gay rights has adapted and continued today.98 As social norms over 

the decades have changed, it has become less socially acceptable to be flagrantly homophobic (à la “the-

gays-did-9/11”99). To adapt to these changes, the rhetoric of antigay politics has pivoted in delivery: 

“Most recently, hardline anti-LGBTQ groups have promoted ‘religious freedom’ and ‘religious liberty’ 

                                                           
96“ We Can’t Stop Wondering If Sufjan Stevens Sings About God or Being Gay.” 
97 There are numerous musicians I did not get to discuss in my thesis that have contributed and been influential to 
this trend, some of which include: Lady Gaga, Mary Lambert, The Oh Hellos, Frank Ocean, Brendon Urie, King 
Princess, St. Vincent, and many more.  
98 According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, today, “Anti-LGBTQ groups primarily consist of Christian Right 
groups…” (SPLC) 
99 "The 700 Club" two days after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Jerry Falwell blames the tragedy on "the Pagans, and the 
abortionists, and the feminists and the gays and lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative 
lifestyle." Host Pat Robertson responds: "Well, I totally concur." “History of the Anti-Gay Movement Since 1977.” 



 
 

 

legislation and legal challenges to justify anti-LGBTQ discrimination.”100 Further, in addition to pivoting 

in their delivery, the Christian Right has persisted in their tactic of framing an already marginalized group 

as disproportionately powerful and threatening. However, they have shifted their energy away from “the 

gays” specifically and towards another socially and politically marginalized group: transgender 

individuals. A Pew Research Center analysis found that the belief someone’s gender can be different from 

their assigned sex at birth is divided by both religious and partisan lines with Christians and Republicans 

ranking high in opposition. Further, white evangelical protestants, a consequential force within the 

Christian Right, ranked the highest in opposition at 84% with 61% even saying that “society has ‘gone 

too far’ when it comes to accepting people who are transgender.”101 Political and social opposition to 

trans individuals' existence and participation in society, by the Christian Right and other groups, has 

recently manifested in nationwide efforts to enact “bathroom bills,” laws barring trans youth from school 

sport participation, and restrictions on gender affirming healthcare (to name a few).102 Simply, these 

legislative efforts attempt to exclude and erase transgender individuals from public life. This powerful 

and growing trend against trans folks closely reflects the Christian Right’s anti-gay agenda in the early 

2000s and is unfolding today in consequential ways at the local level within our community.    

 

Recently, within my hometown of Columbus, the Christian Right’s shift in rhetoric and the 

construction of new “threats” has deployed successfully - to great detriment to queer individuals. As it 

currently stands, if a person in Columbus was discriminated against on the basis of their sexuality or 

gender identity, their only form of recourse would be a costly, and thus inaccessible, federal lawsuit as 

Georgia is one of twenty-two states that does not have anti-discrimination laws for queer individuals.103 

                                                           
100“ History of the Anti-Gay Movement Since 1977.” 
101 Smith, “Views of Transgender Issues Divide along Religious Lines.” 
102 For further reading on recent legislative attacks against the rights of trans folks: “Trans Rights Under Attack in 
2020”; “2021 Officially Becomes Worst Year in Recent History for LGBTQ State Legislative Attacks as 
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In summer of 2021, a city council member, Walker Garrett, proposed an ordinance to remedy this civil 

rights failure. The proposed NDO would have created local channels for which discrimination claims 

could be presented, heard, and resolved through the local judiciary system. If found in violation of the 

ordinance, parties may face up to $500 in fines or 40 hours of sensitivity training - a laughable form of 

recourse truly. Though the Muscogee County area votes consistently Democrat in state and federal 

elections, presenting the image of being “tolerant” of queer folks, Columbus City Council tabled the 

proposed NDO after Christian groups in the city made it politically nuclear. Beyond small groups of 

queer individuals in the city, there was negligible mobilization on behalf of the NDO; Columbus’ 

“tolerance” for queer individuals does not extend to ensuring their civil rights. 

 

Columbus City Council Member Walker Garrett told the Ledger Enquirer that much of the 

opposition was from “religious leaders,” but from the reporting by the Ledger, it appears that the 

opposition was made up of Protestant Christian groups who claimed that the legislation would impede on 

their religious rights while extending preferential treatment to queer individuals. Their “right” to 

discriminate against queer individuals was found to be reasonable and upheld by the City Council.104 One 

Christian leader, Jimmy Blaton, the Associational Missionary of the Columbus Baptist Association said,  

 

What the ordinance was doing was bringing a behavior or lifestyle to the level of civil 
rights...Races should have civil rights. [People with disabilities] should have civil rights. 
Those in poverty should have civil rights. But not a behavior...If we’re going to do it for a 
chosen group — they chose their lifestyle — then we need a [non-]discrimination 
ordinance for Christians...Behavior is not a civil right.105  

 

                                                           
104 The failure to name Christians as the main opposition force appears again in the title of the Ledger’s article: 
“How opposition from religious groups halted Columbus' non-discrimination ordinance.” 
105 Notably, though author Nick Wooten presents the perspectives of a number of protestant Christian leaders within 
the community, he does not include input from queer individuals within Columbus. Additionally, small business 
owners are invoked as the “losers” of the NDO as they have increased liability, however, their opinions on the 
ordinance are lacking within this article as well.  



 
 

 

The argument that sexual orientation or gender identity is a lifestyle choice is ludicrous, yet it was this 

logic that the City Council found reasonable.  

 

Some of the community organizing against the NDO occurred on the website 

MyColumbusVoice.com which, in addition to claiming that the NDO would transgress upon religious 

rights, promoted transphobic fear-mongering rumors: “A flyer on the website also [alleged] a provision in 

the ordinance allowing people to use facilities without discrimination would threaten the safety of women 

and children in restrooms, locker rooms and showers.” This voiced concern presents an obvious parroting 

of the nationwide panic over the rights of trans individuals and exemplifies their belief that trans 

individuals should not be allowed to participate in society. It was these fabricated, bigoted, and fictitious 

arguments which led the City Council to table the NDO indefinitely. It will remain tabled until a majority 

of council members determine that the order would be (1) passable and (2) not politically destructive to 

their careers. 

 

 Within our local community, the opposition to the ordinance is emblematic of the Christian Right 

today; proponents are still homophobic but rhetorically, they frame their homophobia in a more palatable 

way through claims to religious freedoms and characterization of same-sex attraction as a “lifestyle” 

choice. Additionally, the mounting mobilization against trans individuals nationally is demonstrated 

locally through the invocation of “restrooms, locker rooms, and showers” as sites for gender policing. 

However, these recent shifts in the Christian Right’s agenda and rhetoric are mostly superficial and not 

structural. Similar to decades previous, at its core, the Christian Right is attempting to enforce and codify 

strict cis-heteronormative gender norms within America. Further, another glaring similarity arises as the 

onslaught against trans rights begins to ramp up: straight individuals just don’t care. Nationally, this is 

clear through the Democratic majority Senate incapable of passing the Equality Act, and locally, it is 

evident in the lack of mobilization on behalf of queer individuals in support of the NDO - as if the rights 

and protections of our queer neighbors, students, peers, and friends are of no consequence.  



 
 

 

 

Today, as the Christian Right remains an incredibly powerful force and continues to propagate 

harmful rhetoric and policies about queer individuals, specifically trans folks, it is vital that non-queer 

individuals show up in all the ways they failed to do so in past decades and how they continue to do so in 

today. Similar to how the patriarchy cannot be substantially challenged or dismantled without the 

participation of men, the Christian Right’s brutal enforcement of the cis-heteropatriarchy cannot be 

dismantled without the engagement of non-queer individuals. In addition to political activism opposing 

discriminatory legislation and supporting various civil rights protections, it is vital to cultivate and bolster 

affirming spaces for queer individuals, especially queer youth. Currently, as the Christian Right is 

mobilizing against trans folks in a similar way to how it mobilized against gay individuals in the early 

2000s, the necessity to confront these forces while standing in solidarity with queer individuals is as 

crucial as ever.  

 

In spite of the attempts of these Christians to gatekeep Christianity, ostracize, attack, and exclude 

queer folks, queer individuals are still reclaiming religious spaces regardless. Though I have emphasized 

only a small number of (mostly white) musicians within this thesis, the reclamation of Christianity as 

something that can be for and celebrative of queer individuals is underway. However, in addition to these 

trends, it is pertinent to support and advocate for these cultural and institutional shifts in tandem with the 

construction of more affirming spaces for queer folks. The persistent disparity in suicide rates between 

queer and non-queer adolescents over the last few decades demonstrates that broad national 

advancements are less impactful in comparison to ready access to an affirming environment. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

What I miss and omit 

 Though the Christian Right and its proponents are largely defined by their whiteness, their 

harmful effect is not exclusive to just white queer folks.106 In actuality, antigay policies disproportionately 

affect queer people of color, specifically Black and Hispanic queer folks. Within the article, “The 

Disproportionate Impact of Antigay Family Policies on Black and Latino Same-sex Couple Households,” 

Sean Cahill analyzes antigay activism since the 1990s, the legislation engendered by the Christian Right’s 

efforts, and their effect on queer couples of color. Cahill additionally deconstructs and rejects misleading 

arguments in opposition to queer anti-discrimination legislation such as the false belief that anti-

discrimination legislation for queer folks “challenges” or is in “competition” with race-based anti-

discrimination legislation (which is present in the local opposition to the aforementioned proposed NDO). 

Further, Cahill emphasizes that such conceptions fabricate a nonexistent mutual exclusivity to being queer 

and being a person of color, especially as it pertains to Blackness. Though the antigay movement has not 

been narrativized as racialized - antigay activism is not raceless. As Cahill states within his research 

(which I will quote at length), 

  
In fact, the cruel irony is that the antigay policies of the Christian right pose a 
disproportionate threat to Black and Latino same-sex couple families. This is because 
Black and Latino same-sex couples are twice as likely as White same-sex couples to be 
raising children (particularly Black and Latino lesbian couples), and because they earn 
less and are less likely to own the home they live in. Policies restricting family 
recognition, whether of partner relationships or parent–child relationships, 
disproportionately harm Black and Latino same-sex couple families. Black samesex 
cohabiting partners are more likely than their White counterparts to hold public sector 
jobs which may offer domestic partner health insurance; many antigay marriage 
amendments and laws prevent public sector employers in those states from offering such 
benefits to gay and lesbian employees. Latino same-sex partners are more likely to be 
non-US citizens; this means they are disproportionately affected by the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service’s failure to recognize same-sex couple families. Both Black and 
Latina female same-sex partners (partnered lesbians) are more likely than their 
heterosexual and White non-Hispanic counterparts to serve in the military, despite the 
ban. They are also discharged at a higher rate. For all these reasons, equal treatment for 

                                                           
106 Lipka, “The Most and Least Racially Diverse U.S. Religious Groups.” 



 
 

 

same-sex couples and gay, lesbian and bisexual people constitute issues of racial justice 
as well as human rights and equality.107 
 
 

Though I fail to incorporate a more inclusive analysis, in regards to race, within my essay, I find 

that it is necessary to emphasize this disproportionate impact. Additionally, the varied impact of 

such policies demonstrate the necessity to disaggregate the data of research that attempts to 

document queer life by race or ethnicity. And lastly, the analysis provided by Cahill establishes 

clearly the necessity of cross-sectional solidarity across races, sexualities, and gender expressions 

in order to achieve queer liberation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
107 Cahill, “The Disproportionate Impact of Antigay Family Policies on Black and Latino Same-Sex Couple 
Households.” 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The purpose of this study is to demonstrate the distortion that can occur in the translation of poetry as a 

result of the priority of the translator and that a balance of priorities leads to the most faithful translation. 

There are three elements which can be prioritized during the translation of poetry: accuracy, meaning, and 

sound. In order to demonstrate the distortion that occurs due to the prioritization of each of these elements, 

I have translated an abridged version of “Hombres Necios” a total of four times. Translation 1 prioritizes 

accuracy, Translation 2 prioritizes meaning, and Translation 3 prioritizes sound. The final translation 

balances these three elements instead of prioritizing one over the other two. Through analysis of the 

distortion of each poem, I have concluded that the final translation incurred the least amount of distortion 

and therefore is the most faithful of the four translations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Though there are many sub-categories within the field of translation, a translator’s general 

purpose is often regarded as remaining as faithful to the original text as possible. However, what is 

considered a faithful interpretation may vary from translator to translator. Some may say that the source 

text must be directly translated, word for word, in order to be considered faithful. Others may argue that it 

is more important to preserve the original author’s style of writing. Others still might posit that the 

translator should prioritize the main ideas of the text above all else (Munday, 31). Every aspect of a 

source text must be taken into account by the translator, but not every aspect can be prioritized in their 

translation. This is especially true for the translation of poetry, and translators have identified three main 

characteristics of poetry that must be balanced in their preservation in order to produce a faithful 

translation. The first of these categories is accuracy, which focuses on the preservation of the original text 

in terms of the wording the author used, their choices regarding line length, and the original punctuation 

(Munday, 50). By focusing on accuracy, the translator creates a target text which closely resembles the 

original in terms of wording but may be more difficult to understand for the target audience. The second 

category is meaning, which emphasizes the message of the poem rather than its exact wording or format. 

By focusing on meaning, the translator seeks to create a target text that can be easily understood by the 

target audience, though it may not use the wording, format, or style of the original (Kenesei, 45). The 

third and final category is sound, which consists of the rhythm and rhyme scheme of the poem. By 

focusing on sound, a translator creates a target text that maintains the rhythm and rhyme of the original, 

though the original wording may have been altered and meaning compromised in order to accomplish this 

(Burton, 27). Ideally, the translator keeps these three categories in balance as they move from source text 

to target text in order to create the most faithful translation possible. However, it is nearly impossible to 

translate poetry without leaning more toward one category than the other two. As a result, there are many 

translations of the same work which appear nothing alike. By prioritizing either accuracy, meaning, or 

sound in a translation, a translator can greatly distort the source material. Any translation that focuses 

entirely on one of these elements will create a target text that is not fully faithful to the source text 



 
 

 

(Munday, 46). In order to demonstrate the distortion caused by the priorities of the translator, I have 

translated the same work, an abridged version of “Hombres Necios” by Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, a total 

of four times. The first three translations focus solely on accuracy, meaning, or sound, respectively. The 

final translation balances the priorities of all three prior translations and is therefore the most faithful 

target text.  



 
 

 

 
“HOMBRES NECIOS” 

 Before one can examine the faithfulness of a target text, one must first understand the context of 

the source material and the intent of its author (Kenesei, 43). Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz wrote “Hombres 

Necios” in 1689 while living in a convent in a Spanish colony located in present-day Mexico. Though she 

had valued education from a young age, she could not attend university due to her gender, and decided to 

become a nun (Loprete, 92). She was allowed to continue her studies at the convent and wrote many of her 

most famous works while serving as a nun. Though Sor Juana lived a religious life, her poetry was often 

secular and included themes of romance, beauty, destiny, and more (Loprete, 93). In fact, “Hombres 

Necios” speaks of romantic relationships, but it also serves as a criticism of society. The poem addresses 

men and their treatment of women in romantic relationships. Throughout the work, Sor Juana demonstrates 

that men often complain about the supposedly irrational behavior of women without acknowledging the 

fact that they are the ones who cause women to act irrationally. She insinuates that a woman is always 

blamed, no matter how she behaves. The context of this poem is a romantic relationship, but it serves as a 

metaphor for the treatment of women by society as a whole. Sor Juana wrote “Hombres Necios” during the 

Baroque period, and as such the poem contains many stylistic elements of the Baroque. These include the 

use of words uncommon to everyday speech, the intentional alteration of typical word order (hyperbaton), 

and heavy use of metaphor and euphemism (Loprete, 91). The poem follows an ABBA rhyme scheme, and 

its lines alternate from eight syllables to seven syllables. The version of the poem which will serve as the 

source text can be viewed below.  

 

  



 
 

 

Hombres necios que acusáis 

a la mujer sin razón, 

sin ver que sois la ocasión 

de lo mismo que culpáis: 

 

si con ansia sin igual 

solicitáis su desdén, 

¿por qué queréis que obren bien 

si las incitáis al mal? 

 

Combatís su resistencia 

y luego, con gravedad, 

decís que fue liviandad 

lo que hizo la diligencia. 

 

Dan vuestras amantes penas 

a sus libertades alas, 

y después de hacerlas malas 

las queréis hallar muy buenas. 

 

¿Cuál mayor culpa ha tenido 

en una pasión errada: 

la que cae de rogada, 

o el que ruega de caído? 

 

¿O cuál es más de culpar, 

aunque cualquiera mal haga: 

la que peca por la paga, 

o el que paga por pecar? 

 



 
 

 

Pues, ¿para qué os espantáis 

de la culpa que tenéis? 

Queredlas cual las hacéis 

o hacedlas cual las buscáis.  



 
 

 

ACCURACY 

 

This first translation of the poem into English focuses solely on accuracy. As previously 

mentioned, accuracy concerns word choice, line structure, punctuation, grammar, and syntax, all of which 

were prioritized during this translation. Employing a strategy of accuracy places the primary focus on the 

words themselves, rather than the intent of the author or ideology expressed in the work (Lefevre, 95). As 

a result, the target text tends to resemble what is referred to as a literal translation, one which is filled with 

the literal meaning of the words used in the source text but may not truly convey the message of the work 

(Munday, 104). This literal, word-for-word approach can lead to significant distortion, as evidenced by 

the translation below. 

  



 
 

 

TRANSLATION 1 

 

Hombres necios que acusáis                                               Obstinate men who accuse  

a la mujer sin razón,                                                           women without reason, 

sin ver que sois la ocasión                                                  without seeing that you are the cause 

de lo mismo que culpáis:                                                    of the same thing that you blame: 

 

si con ansia sin igual                                                          if with yearning without equal  

solicitáis su desdén,                                                            you solicit their disdain, 

¿por qué queréis que obren bien                                         why do you want them to behave well 

si las incitáis al mal?                                                           if you incite them to evil? 

 

Combatís su resistencia                                                      You combat their resistance 

y luego, con gravedad,                                                        and later, with gravity, 

decís que fue liviandad                                                       say that it was their frivolity 

lo que hizo la diligencia.                                                     that led to their diligence.  

 

Dan vuestras amantes penas                                               The shame of your lovers gives 

a sus libertades alas,                                                            to your freedoms wings, 

y después de hacerlas malas                                                and after making them bad 

las queréis hallar muy buenas.                                            you want them to be very good. 

 

¿Cuál mayor culpa ha tenido                                              Who has the greater fault 

en una pasión errada:                                                           in a misguided passion: 

la que cae de rogada,                                                            she who falls from begging, 

o el que ruega de caído?                                                       or he who begs for the fall? 

 

¿O cuál es más de culpar,                                                      Or who is more to blame, 

aunque cualquiera mal haga:                                               though either is badly done: 

la que peca por la paga,                                                       she who sins for pay, 



 
 

 

o el que paga por pecar?                                                      or he who pays to sin? 

 

Pues, ¿para qué os espantáis                                               Well, for what reason are you frightened  

de la culpa que tenéis?                                                         of the blame that you have? 

Queredlas cual las hacéis                                                  Love them as that which you make them 

o hacedlas cual las buscáis.                                                   or make them that which you seek. 

  



 
 

 

ANALYSIS 

 By prioritizing accuracy above all else, this first translation distorts the original poem a great 

deal. As is immediately evident, the rhyme scheme has been lost in the translation, and the syllabic 

pattern has been greatly altered. Additionally, the tone of the original poem has been completely lost in 

order to maintain an accurate translation. Perhaps the most obvious distortions, however, are the poorly 

conveyed meaning in certain stanzas, and strange sentence construction in others. These phenomena 

clearly begin in the second stanza, which beings with the line “if with yearning without equal.” This line 

follows the construction of the corresponding line in the source text, leading to an English phrase which 

uses Spanish construction. While this lends itself to the accuracy of the translation, it creates a bizarre 

phrase which distracts from the message of the poem. The third and fourth lines of this same stanza have 

experienced their own distortion, as well. The third line reads “why do you want them to behave well,” 

which is in fact the literal translation of the source text, but completely removes the tone of the original 

poem by creating a starkly modern line in the midst of a poem which is centuries old. In addition, it fails 

to convey the intent of Sor Juana’s question. She is attempting to point out the hypocrisy of the man’s 

behavior, in that he expects his woman to be pleasant while continuing to agitate her. She knows why he 

has these expectations, so the true meaning of her question is how he can have them while continuing in 

his own behavior. Even more distorted is the following line, which focuses on the literal definition of the 

original Spanish. While the literal translation of “si las incitáis al mal” is “if you incite them to evil,” this 

is an exaggeration of its true meaning. In reality, “inicitar al mal” means to bring out the worst in 

someone, or to bring out their bad side. The literal translation, however, implies that the men are forcing 

women to be wicked, and does not function grammatically in English.  

 The distortion continues in the fourth stanza, which not only applies a Spanish construction to an 

English phrase in the first two lines but attempts to maintain the hyperbaton utilized within them. As a 

result, the first two lines of the poem read “the shame of your lovers gives to your freedom wings,” a 

sentence which violates basic English word order. While this allows the hyperbaton to remain intact, it 



 
 

 

creates an ungrammatical and difficult to comprehend construction in the target text. The following two 

lines seem incredibly modern in contrast to their predecessors, and dramatically shift the tone of the 

poem. Additionally, the third line of this stanza distorts the meaning of the source text by presenting a 

literal translation which does not reflect the intention of the author. “Hacer mal” does literally mean “to 

make bad,” and “hallar muy buenas” literally means “be very good,” but these phrases being used very 

specifically in the context of this poem. Though cloaked in ambiguity, this line is referring to the affect 

that sexual relations with men have on the reputation of a woman. Sor Juana mocks society’s view that a 

man ruins a woman when he sleeps with her, but also criticizes the men for “ruining” women and later 

expecting them to be pure.  

 The final two lines of this translation serve as examples of distortion as well. Because this is a 

literal, word-for-word translation, these lines include superfluous words: “Love them as that which you 

make them, or make them as that which you seek.” In English, these sentences are fairly redundant, but 

every word included in the source text is necessary to convey the proper meaning in Spanish. By 

translating and including every word of the source text, the target lines are highly accurate to the original 

Spanish, but cumbersome in English. 

  

  



 
 

 

MEANING 

 The second translation of the poem is based on meaning, which can be defined as the overall 

message of the poem (Kenesei, 6). This strategy requires a prioritization of the theme and subject of the 

poem, as well as consideration of the author’s intent. Employing this strategy allows for the preservation 

of the original ideology found in the work but can only do so by compromising the other elements of the 

source text (Burton, 160). As a result, the target text conveys the message of the source text, but distorts 

the original tone, rhyme, structure, and word choice. 

  



 
 

 

TRANSLATION 2 

Hombres necios que acusáis                                              You obstinate men who accuse  

a la mujer sin razón,                                                           women for no reason, 

sin ver que sois la ocasión                                                  without seeing that you are the cause 

de lo mismo que culpáis:                                                    of that which you blame: 

 

si con ansia sin igual                                                          If with unmatched longing  

solicitáis su desdén,                                                            you provoke their scorn, 

¿por qué queréis que obren bien                                         how can you expect them to be pleasant 

si las incitáis al mal?                                                           when you bring out their worst? 

 

Combatís su resistencia                                                      You combat their resistance 

y luego, con gravedad,                                                        and later sincerely  

decís que fue liviandad                                                       say that it was their frivolity 

lo que hizo la diligencia.                                                     that led to their dilligence. 

 

Dan vuestras amantes penas                                               The shame of your lovers causes 

a sus libertades alas,                                                          your freedom to sprout wings, 

y después de hacerlas malas                                                and after sullying them 

las queréis hallar muy buenas.                                            you want them to be pure. 

 

¿Cuál mayor culpa ha tenido                                              Who has the greater fault 

en una pasión errada:                                                           in a misguided passion? 

la que cae de rogada,                                                            She who falls from begging 

o el que ruega de caído?                                                       Or he who begs for the fall? 

 

¿O cuál es más de culpar,                                                      Or who is more to blame, 

aunque cualquiera mal haga:                                               though both have done wrong: 

la que peca por la paga,                                                       she who sins for pay, 

o el que paga por pecar?                                                      Or he who pays for sin? 



 
 

 

 

Pues, ¿para qué os espantáis                                            Well, why are you frightened   

de la culpa que tenéis?                                                      Of the blame that you have? 

Queredlas cual las hacéis                                                  Love them as you make them 

o hacedlas cual las buscáis.                                               Or make them who you seek. 

  



 
 

 

ANALYSIS 

 As a result of focusing on meaning alone, Translation 2 appears quite different from the original 

text as well as Translation 1. The largest disparity between Translation 2 and the source text is the lack of 

rhyme scheme and syllabic pattern, a phenomenon which also occurred in Translation 1. While the first 

two translations are similar in this aspect, their differences quickly become apparent upon comparison. 

The first difference occurs in the very first line of Translation 2, which reads “You obstinate men who 

accuse women.” This line differs from Translation 1 in one word only, but in doing so better reflects the 

meaning of the original. In the original poem, Sor Juana does not include the Spanish equivalent of the 

pronoun “you,” but she does conjugate the verb “acusar” in the second person plural form. This 

conjugation indicates that Sor Juana is addressing the men in second person, but as there is no unique 

second person plural conjugation in English, the pronoun “you” must be added to demonstrate her intent. 

The second line of this stanza differs from Translation 1 as well, using the phrase “for no reason” instead 

of “without reason.” This clarifies the meaning of the source text but alters the original word choice and 

modernizes the tone. A similar change occurs in the final line of the stanza, which read as “the same thing 

that you blame” in Translation 1, but as “that which you blame” in Translation 2. Again, this change 

better conveys the meaning of the phrase in lieu of translating it word-for-word but has altered the 

original word choice as a result. 

 The second stanza is more greatly distorted than the first, with dramatic changes in each line. In 

Translation 1, the first line of this stanza maintains the sentence structure of the original Spanish, which 

leads to a strange construction in English: “If with yearning without equal.” Translation 2, however, 

focuses on meaning by conveying the same message in a construction which is grammatical in English: 

“If with unmatched longing.” Minor changes have been made in the second line, as the word “solicit” has 

a different meaning in English than in Spanish. In the context of the original Spanish poem, this word 

means to incite. In modern English, however, the word solicit is often used to mean “request” or “ask 

for,” therefore it would not be true to the intent of the author to use this word in Translation 2. As such, it 



 
 

 

has been replaced by the word “provoke.” Similarly, Translation 2 uses the word “scorn” in lieu of the 

word “disdain,” as this is a better reflection of the meaning of this phrase. The final two lines of this 

stanza were greatly distorted in Translation 1 and as previously mentioned its analysis, failed to convey 

the poet’s intent by translating the line literally. While Translation 2 does convey the intent of the author 

in its version of the lines (“how can you expect them to be pleasant when you bring out their worst?”), it 

radically changes both the line structure and word choice of the source text, while greatly modernizing the 

tone. 

 The only change in the third stanza occurs in its third line. In Translation 1, this line was literally 

translated to “and later, with gravity,” but this does not convey the intent of the author. To say something 

with gravity in English means to say something with seriousness, as in importance. In the context of the 

poem, however, the man is making his claim in seriousness, as in he is not joking. In order to best convey 

the message of this line and avoid confusion, Translation 2 reads “and later, sincerely.” While stanza 

three of Translation 2 is quite similar to that of Translation 1, the same cannot be said for stanza four. The 

first two lines of this stanza serve as severely altered versions of the source text, as they have 

unscrambled the hyperbaton to clarify meaning, and in doing so have changed the original word choice. 

As made evident in the analysis of Translation 1, a word-for-word translation of these lines creates an 

ungrammatical and nonsensical construction in English: “The shame of your lovers gives to your freedom 

wings.” Though focusing on meaning in Translation 2 has clarified the message within these lines and 

formed grammatical constructions in English, it has completely removed the literary device found in the 

original: “The shame of your lovers causes your freedom to sprout wings.” The final two lines of this 

stanza have been distorted in a slightly different way, and now read: “and after sullying them, you want 

them to be pure.” This translation better reflects the contextual meaning of these lines as compared to 

Translation 1, but greatly alters the original word choice as well as compromises the ambiguity of these 

lines in the source material.  



 
 

 

 The next change occurs in the second line of the sixth stanza, which read as “though either is 

badly done” in Translation 1, but now reads as “though both have done wrong.” With this line, Sor Juana 

indicates that both parties have potentially sinned in this situation but asks who holds the most blame. 

Translation 1 does not make this evident, but rather implies that the acts have been performed poorly. 

Translation 2, however, conveys the author’s intent, but must alter the word choice in order to do so. The 

final stanza has been altered in a similar way, most notably in the first, third, and final lines. Translation 2 

simplifies the word choice in the first line in order to best convey the meaning and eliminates the 

redundant words in lines three and four, as opposed to applying a Spanish construction to an English 

sentence. As a result, the language is far less cumbersome to read and maintains the tone of the source 

text. 

  

  

 



 
 

 

SOUND 

The third translation focuses on sound, which in poetry includes rhyme, rhythm, meter, and tone 

(Kenesei, 79). As such, this translation prioritizes the preservation of the rhyme scheme, rhythm, syllabic 

pattern, and tone of the poem. According to Lefevre, translation which focuses on rhyme is likely to lead 

to distortion, as the translator will have to adjust the text to fit the rhyme scheme (Lefevre, 104). Though 

the third translation focuses on more than rhyme alone, it’s distortion from the original can be viewed 

clearly below.  



 
 

 

TRANSLATION 3 

 

Hombres necios que acusáis                                              You stubborn men who criticize 

a la mujer sin razón,                                                           women without giving pause, 

sin ver que sois la ocasión                                                  yet cannot see you are the cause 

de lo mismo que culpáis:                                                    of that which you so despise: 

 

si con ansia sin igual                                                          If your unequaled lustful thirst 

solicitáis su desdén,                                                            provokes only their disdain, 

¿por qué queréis que obren bien                                         why expect them to entertain 

si las incitáis al mal?                                                           when you are inciting their worst? 

 

Combatís su resistencia                                                      You fight against their resistance 

y luego, con gravedad,                                                        and then sincerely insist 

decís que fue liviandad                                                       that it was their frivolousness 

lo que hizo la diligencia.                                                     that led to their diligence. 

 

Dan vuestras amantes penas                                               The discomfort of your lovers  

a sus libertades alas,                                                            awards wings to your freedom  

y después de hacerlas malas                                                and after you wrongly treat them 

las queréis hallar muy buenas.                                            Hope to their warmth discover. 

 

¿Cuál mayor culpa ha tenido                                              To whom belongs the greater fault 

en una pasión errada:                                                           in a misguided passion? 

la que cae de rogada,                                                            She who falls after the asking 

o el que ruega de caído?                                                       Or he who asks for the fall? 

 

¿O cuál es más de culpar,                                                   Or to whom should the blame be pinned, 

aunque cualquiera mal haga:                                               though both have wandered astray: 

la que peca por la paga,                                                       she who will commit sin for pay, 



 
 

 

o el que paga por pecar?                                                      Or he who will pay for sin? 

 

Pues, ¿para qué os espantáis                                            Well, to what end are you haunted 

de la culpa que tenéis?                                                         Of your very own blame, then? 

Queredlas cual las hacéis                                                  Love them as you make them 

o hacedlas cual las buscáis.                                                   Or make them what you wanted. 

  



 
 

 

ANALYSIS 

 While Translation 3 has successfully maintained the rhyme scheme, syllabic pattern, and tone of the 

original poem, other aspects have been greatly distorted to compensate for this. Unlike Translation 1 and 

Translation 2, every stanza of Translation 3 has been distorted in some way in order to fit the rhyme 

scheme and syllabic pattern of the source text. This is due not only to the difficulties of maintaining 

rhyme, but also to the differences in syllables between Spanish and English. The distortion begins in the 

very first line of Translation 3: “You stubborn men who criticize.” Already, the meaning of the original 

poem has been distorted. In order to fulfill both the rhyme scheme and syllabic pattern, “necios” has been 

translated as “stubborn,” and “acusaís” has been translated as “criticize.” These may appear to be small 

changes, but these translations are far less accurate than those used in Translation 1 and Translation 2. 

The second line has distorted the accuracy as well as the meaning, having been translated as: “women 

without giving pause.” This essentially means without hesitation, but this is not the message that Sor 

Juana wished to convey. As evidenced in Translations 1 and 2, the original poem claims that the men 

have no reason to accuse the women, not that they do so without hesitation. The third line of this stanza 

maintains the meaning of the source text but has altered the original word choice in order to meet the 

required number of syllables. The final line has suffered a similar fate as the first, translating “culpáis” as 

“despise,” when a more accurate translation is blame. This once again alters the meaning of the 

corresponding line in the original poem and misconstrues the author’s intent. 

 The first two lines of the second stanza have added meaning not intended by the author in order to 

prioritize sound. In the original poem, these lines are written in the second person to demonstrate that Sor 

Juana is addressing the men. This is reflected in Translations 1 and 2, but not in Translation 3, which uses 

the third person and removes this direct address. Furthermore, the first line has added several words to 

meet the syllable count, resulting in a distorted meaning: “If your unequaled lustful thirst.” The original 

poem uses the word “ansia,” which is translated as “yearning” and “longing” in Translation 1 and 

Translation 2 respectively. Translation 3, however, uses the phrase “lustful thirst,” which is a far more 



 
 

 

sexually charged expression than that of the original poem. The third and fourth lines of this stanza have 

been less distorted, but have suffered similar alterations. In order to maintain rhyme and meter, line three 

now reads as “why expect them to entertain.” While the majority of this line is fairly consistent with the 

meaning of the original, the use of the word “entertain” compromises the word choice and message of the 

source text. The greatest distortion which occurs in the final line of this stanza lies in the change in tense 

which has occurred. Note that this line is conjugated in the present indicative in the source material as 

well as the first two translations but has been conjugated in the present progressive in Translation 3. 

While this may appear to be a minor detail, it does alter the meaning and word choice of the original.  

 The third stanza is the least distorted in Translation 3, as it has properly conveyed the meaning of the 

text without altering the word choice too heavily. Perhaps the greatest distortion that occurs in this stanza 

is in line two. Note that, in both the original poem and the first two translations, the second line does not 

include a verb. This verb is meant to be placed at the beginning of the third line but has been moved in 

order to boost the syllable count of line two. Furthermore, the original poem uses the verb “decir” which 

is translated as “say” in both Translation 1 and Translation 2. In this version, however, it is translated as 

“insist,” which adds a connotation that was not intended by the author of the source text, thus distorted 

the meaning and the accuracy. 

 While the third stanza was the least distorted of Translation 3, the fourth stanza is perhaps the most 

distorted. The first line seems innocuous, as it only differs in one word from the two prior translations. 

These first two translate the word “penas” as “shame,” as opposed to “discomfort” which is used in 

Translation 3. The word shame conveys emotion, while discomfort can be physical or emotional. As a 

result, this choice has muddied the meaning of the original poem as well as altered the word choice. The 

following line suffers from altered word choice as well and has undone the hyperbaton which is found in 

both the original poem and in Translation 1: “The shame of your lovers gives to your freedom wings.”  

Translation 2 also removes the hyperbaton, but continues to use the word “give” as a translation for the 

verb “dar”: “The shame of your lovers causes your freedom to sprout wings.” Translation 3 has opted to 



 
 

 

translate “dar” as “award,” which implies a positive effect or a prize. The original poem, however, merely 

demonstrates that the humiliation of the women makes the men feel liberated. They do not literally win 

wings; it is a metaphor. This metaphor becomes unclear due to the word choice in Translation 3. As the 

stanza continues, so does the distortion. The third line of this stanza has been translated as “and after you 

wrongly treat them,” which neither resembles the literal interpretation of Translation 1 (“and after you 

make them bad"), nor the conveyance of meaning in Translation 2 (“and after sullying them”). The point 

of this line is to assert that the men have, by their own standards, ruined their women by sleeping with 

them. It is a comment on the treatment of women by both men and society. Simply stating that the men 

have treated the women poorly, as Translation 3 does, fails to convey this message. Finally, the fourth 

line of this stanza serves as what may be the most distorted line in the translation. Recall that this line 

read as “you want them to be very good” in Translation 1 and as “you want them to be pure” in 

Translation 2. These translations reflect the structure of the corresponding line of the source text. 

Translation 3 does no such thing, instead translating the line as follows: “Hope to their warmth discover.” 

Not only has Translation 3 removed the hyperbaton from the second line of this stanza, but it has added a 

hyperbaton to this final line which does not exist in the source text. Beyond this, the verb “querer” has 

been translated as “hope” rather than “want” as it was in the first two translations, and the meaning has 

been terribly altered. The intent of the source text is to point out that men only want pure women, but by 

sleeping with them, make them impure by the definition of society. This paints the man as hypocritical 

and misogynistic. The wording of Translation 3 paints a completely different picture: one of a man who 

hopes for compassion despite his wrongdoing. This clearly differs from the intent of the author and 

distorts the ideology of the source material. 

 Despite the incredible distortion which occurred in stanza four, stanza five remains relatively 

unharmed. The first line has been altered in terms of word choice and order, but its meaning has not 

changed. The most notable and impactful change in this stanza lies in the translation of the verb “rogar.” 

Translation 1 and 2 both translate this as “beg,” but Translation 2 instead uses the word “ask” to allow for 



 
 

 

the preservation of rhyme. There is a large difference in meaning between “she who falls from begging” 

and “she who falls after the asking.” The source text states that the man has begged the woman, implying 

a certain amount of effort, after which she complies. By saying that the man has only asked, Translation 3 

eliminates the implication that the man has worn the woman down. This completely changes the meaning 

of these lines, and removes Sor Juana’s original message. 

 A similar change in meaning occurs in the first two lines of the sixth stanza. These lines read as “Or 

who is more to blame, though either is badly done,” in Translation 1 and as “Or who is more to blame, 

though both have done wrong” in Translation 2. Note that each of these translate the first line in the same 

way, conveying the message that both parties have blame, but questioning which has more. By translating 

this line as “Or to whom should the blame be pinned, though both have wandered astray” in Translation 3, 

it is implied that only one person should receive all of the blame. In addition, this second line in 

Translation 3 insinuates that the man and woman have merely lost their way, instead of stating that they 

have each done something wrong, as the source material and first two translations do. Thus, it is not only 

the word choice which has been altered, but the meaning of these lines as well. The final two lines of this 

stanza have been slightly altered, switching from the present tense of the original poem to the future 

tense. This implies that it is possible that neither party has done wrong yet, but that they are willing to. 

While this does slightly change the accuracy of these lines, it conveys the same meaning by comparing 

the actions of the man and the woman. 

 The final stanza of Translation 3 suffers from minimal distortion, but it is distorted nonetheless. The 

first line is very similar to the corresponding lines in Translation 1 and Translation 2, but instead of 

translating “espantar” as “to frighten,” Translation 3 has used the word “haunted.” In the original work, 

Sor Juana is insisting that men confront their own blame, and asks why they fear it. This implies that the 

men have yet to face their blame due to fear. In order to be haunted by something, however, one must 

acknowledge its existence. Therefore, the use of the word “haunted” in Translation 3 alters Sor Juana’s 

intended message. The second line of this stanza simply uses redundant words in order to follow the 



 
 

 

syllabic pattern and rhyme scheme, leading to a lack of accuracy as well as a strange construction. The 

third line is translated in the same manner as it was in Translation 2, maintaining the meaning of the 

original without superfluous words. The final line has been changed in word choice and tense in order to 

rhyme with the first line, but it does change the meaning slightly. This line is written in the present tense 

in the source text and reads as “Or make them as that which you seek” in Translation 1 and “Make them 

what you seek” in Translation 2. These lines are in the present tense, and both translate "buscar" as “to 

seek.” This implies that the men are still looking for this ideal woman but have yet to find her due to their 

own behavior. In comparison, Translation 3 reads “Or make them what you wanted,” which implies that 

the men no longer want what they had originally hoped to find. This slight change in tense and word 

choice have altered the meaning of this line, as well as the intent of the author in her message. 

  



 
 

 

BALANCING THE ELEMENTS OF TRANSLATION 

 Thus far, each translation has heavily prioritized one of the three main elements of the translation of 

poetry: accuracy, meaning, and sound. As is evident in Translations 1, 2, and 3, this has led to a 

significant amount of distortion. In order to avoid excessive distortion and remain faithful to the source 

text, the translator must balance the various elements of the original work in their translation (Burton, 

160). Regardless of the strategy employed, however, translators will have to choose to compromise in 

certain areas and compensate in others (Lefevre, 105). For this final translation, I have chosen to 

incorporate elements from the meaning, accuracy, and sound of the original, prioritizing them in that 

order. In terms of meaning, I have focused on maintaining the message and author intent of the source 

text. For accuracy, have opted to follow the original word choice in areas where meaning will be 

unaffected. As Translation 3 demonstrated, the prioritization of rhyme and meter can lead to extreme 

distortion. As a result, the element of sound that I aimed to preserve is the tone of the source text.   



 
 

 

FINAL TRANSLATION 

Hombres necios que acusáis                                               You obstinate men who accuse  

a la mujer sin razón,                                                           women without reason, 

sin ver que sois la ocasión                                                  without seeing that you are the cause 

de lo mismo que culpáis:                                                    of that which you blame: 

 

si con ansia sin igual                                                          If with unequaled longing  

solicitáis su desdén,                                                            you provoke their disdain, 

¿por qué queréis que obren bien                                         why expect them to be pleasant 

si las incitáis al mal?                                                           If you incite their wrath? 

 

Combatís su resistencia                                                      You combat their resistance 

y luego, con gravedad,                                                        and later, with sincerity,  

decís que fue liviandad                                                       say that it was their frivolity 

lo que hizo la diligencia.                                                     that led to their diligence. 

 

Dan vuestras amantes penas                                               The shame of your lovers gives 

a sus libertades alas,                                                            to your freedom wings, 

y después de hacerlas malas                                                and after tainting them 

las queréis hallar muy buenas.                                            you want them to be pure. 

 

¿Cuál mayor culpa ha tenido                                              Who has the greater fault 

en una pasión errada:                                                           in a misguided passion? 

la que cae de rogada,                                                            She who falls from begging 

o el que ruega de caído?                                                       Or he who begs for the fall? 

 

¿O cuál es más de culpar,                                                      Or who is more to blame, 

aunque cualquiera mal haga:                                               though either deed is wrong: 

la que peca por la paga,                                                       she who sins for pay, 

o el que paga por pecar?                                                      Or he who pays for sin? 



 
 

 

 

ANALYSIS 

 The first stanza of this final translation remains faithful to the message and word choice of the 

original without sacrificing tone. This begins in the first line, which reads “You obstinate men who 

accuse.” Note the use of the word “you” in order to demonstrate the address of the men in second person 

which occurs in the source text. This pronoun was first added in Translation 2 in order to convey author 

intent and has been used in this final translation for the same purpose. The following two lines of the first 

stanza are the same as those in Translation 1, as this strategy maintains the word choice of the source text 

without compromising meaning or tone. The final line reads as: “of that which you blame,” just as it does 

in Translation 2. This translation clarifies meaning and maintains the tone of the original but does alter the 

word choice of the source text.  

 The first line of the second stanza uses the same sentence structure that was applied in Translation 

2 to clarify meaning and create a sentence construction which functions in English. However, there has 

been a compromise between meaning and accuracy in this line. As demonstrated in Translation 1, “sin 

igual” can be literally translated as “without equal,” but this creates a strange construction in English. In 

order to preserve original word choice while properly conveying meaning, the final translation uses the 

word “unequaled” in its place. The following line compromises word choice slightly in favor of 

conveying the message of the author. As explained in the analysis of Translation 2, the word “solicit” has 

a different meaning in English than in Spanish. This word is most often used in present-day English to 

mean request or ask for. In the source text, however, the word is being used to mean incite. As such, it has 

been replaced by the word “provoke” to convey the message of the author, but this has altered the original 

word choice. A similar phenomenon occurs in the third line, which read “why expect them to be 

pleasant.” As Translation 1 demonstrates, a literal translation of this line in the source text would be “why 

do you want them to behave well.” However, this does not properly convey the intent of the author. The 

purpose of this stanza is to highlight the hypocrisy of these men, who continually agitate their partners, 

and then expect them to be in good spirits around them. While Translation 2 conveys this meaning in its 



 
 

 

version of the line (“how can you expect them to be pleasant”), it alters the word choice and tone of the 

original. The final translation alters the word choice slightly less in its attempt to convey the meaning and 

does not modernize the tone of the poem in doing so. The final line of this stanza caused distortion of 

meaning in Translation 1, distortion of tone and word choice in Translation 2, and distortion of all three in 

Translation 3. Some distortion remains in this final translation, but it is the least distortion that this line 

has seen: “if you incite their wrath”. The first three words of this line preserve the word choice of the 

original, while the final two convey the message of the line without compromising tone.  

 The third stanza is nearly identical to its counterpart in Translation 1, with the exception of a 

change in word choice in the second line. As was revealed by the analysis of Translation 1, the phrase 

“with gravity” in English means with importance or authority. However, Sor Juana is not attempting to 

convey that the men are making their claims with importance, but that they genuinely believe them to be 

true. As a result, the phrase “with sincerity” better portrays the message of this line, though it does alter 

the word choice of the original. The fourth stanza also contains lines which are identical to those in 

Translation 1; namely, the first two lines. These lines contain the hyperbaton which was eliminated in 

Translation 2 and Translation 3. While this word order may sound strange in English, hyperbatons are 

meant to be intentionally confusing. Therefore, preserving the hyperbaton in this final translation helps to 

maintain word choice, author intent, and tone. The final two lines of this stanza resemble those of 

Translation 2, but with a slight change in word choice to maintain euphemism: “and after tainting them, 

you want them to be pure.” Translation 1 greatly distorted the meaning of these lines via literal 

translation: “and after making them bad, you want them to be very good.”  While Translation 2 may have 

better conveyed their meaning, it completely altered the word choice and lost the euphemism in doing so: 

“and after sullying them, you want them to be pure.” Translation 3 preserved the tone of the original lines, 

but completely altered their structure, word choice, and meaning: “and after you wrongly treat them, hope 

to their warmth discover.” Granted, the final translation does take large liberties in word choice, but in 

doing so it conveys the meaning well and maintains the euphemistic tone of the source text.  



 
 

 

 The fifth stanza is identical to that of Translation 1 and 2, as this translation maintains the original 

word choice without distorting the meaning or the tone. The same can be said of the first, third, and fourth 

lines of the sixth stanza, but not the third. In Translation 1, this line is translated as “though either is badly 

done,” which does preserve the original word choice, but distorts the message. Sor Juana wishes to state 

that both the man and woman have done something wrong, but this line of Translation 1 seems to imply 

that the man and woman have done things incorrectly. Translation 2 better conveys the meaning with the 

line “though both have done wrong,” but this changes the word choice and slightly alters the message of 

this line. Translation 3 completely removes the original message and word choice with the line “though 

both have wandered astray,” seeming to absolve the men and women of their blame. Translation 3, 

however, maintains some original word choice and tone while best conveying Sor Juana’s message: 

“though either deed is wrong.” The first two words of this line are accurate to those of the source text, 

though the last three have been altered and the word “deed” has been inserted to clarify meaning. 

Nevertheless, this translation portrays the intent of the author in the clearest way and does not alter tone in 

order to do so.  

   



 
 

 

CONCLUSION 

 While it is impossible to create a translation with no distortion, prioritizing one element of poetry 

above all else will inevitably lead to a distorted target text. Translation 1 demonstrated that prioritizing 

accuracy can lead to a distortion of meaning, as literal translation tends to misconstrue author intent. 

Through an analysis of Translation 2, it became clear that prioritizing meaning leads to a large alteration 

of tone, as well as the structure and word choice of the source text. Neither Translation 1 nor Translation 

2 featured the rhyme scheme or meter of the original poem, which in and of itself is an incredible 

distortion of the sound of the source text. However, preserving that rhyme scheme and syllabic pattern 

proved to cause the most distortion, as evidenced by the analysis of Translation 3. This translation 

suffered greatly from distortion of message, author intent, word choice, structure, and tone. The final 

translation of “Hombres Necios” attempted to balance meaning, accuracy, and sound in order to create the 

most faithful translation of the four. Though it did not preserve the rhyme and meter of the original poem, 

it did preserve the tone throughout. This translation did not rely on a word-for-word method but was able 

to maintain accuracy in structure and word choice for a majority of the work. Finally, this translation is 

based on the intent of the author and manages to convey Sor Juana’s message without altering the tone of 

the original, and with only minor alteration of structure and word choice. As it best balances the three 

different strategies of translation and suffers from the least amount of distortion, the final translation is the 

most faithful translation of “Hombres Necios” included in this study.  
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Oh what is that country 

And where can it be, 

Not mine own country, 

But dearer far to me? 

Yet mine own country, 

If I one day may see 

Its spices and cedars, 

Its gold and ivory. 

 

As I lie dreaming 

It rises, that land: 

There rises before me 

Its green golden strand, 

With its bowing cedars 

And its shining sand; 

It sparkles and flashes 

Like a shaken brand. 

 
 

- Christina Rossetti, excerpt from “Mother Country” 
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Abstract: 

 

 Christina Georgina Rossetti is typically read as either a devotional poet or a proto-feminist one. 

Although she was born to two parents with ties to the Italian nationalistic cause Rossetti's political views 

are rarely considered in interpretations of her literary works. Her nationalist father, Gabriele Rossetti, 

instilled an appreciation for the canonical poets within all of his children with the help of their Anglo-

Italian mother, but Christina Rossetti had a particularly interesting interpretation of Dante and Petrarch. 

Rossetti’s poems which demonstrate her knowledge of the Italian literary canon tend to also include 

language of rebirth. Some of Rossetti's works have implicit and explicit references to Risorgimento 

literature and historical events. Additionally, Rossetti's explicit references to historical Risorgimento 

events typically express sympathy for Italy or her allies. Finally, Rossetti's poetry written in Italian reveal 

urther interest in themes of rebirth, especially in the terms of an "ancient spirit," which was common 

Risorgimento rhetoric. Christina Rossetti's familial ties to the Italian nationalistic cause, her usage of 

canonical Italian and Risorgimento authors and works, and her attachment to her Italian identity must be 

revisited to create a more accurate analysis of her works. Christina Georgina Rossetti is typically read as 

either a devotional poet or a proto-feminist one. Although she was born to two parents with ties to the 

Italian nationalistic cause Rossetti’s political views are rarely considered in interpretations of her literary 

works.  
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Introduction 

 This Honors College Thesis analyzes the relationship between the Victorian poet Christina 

Rossetti and the Italian Risorgimento. The Risorgimento is a 19th-century sociopolitical and cultural 

movement that aimed to unify the conglomeration of independent entities within the Italian Peninsula, and 

this goal was eventually achieved with the creation of the Kingdom of Italy in 1861. Christina Rossetti had 

familial connections to the Risorgimento on both the maternal and paternal sides. Since Christina 

Rossetti’s poetry already illustrates the influence of Italian literature, the influence of Italian nationalistic 

politics on her writing is feasible.  

 This influence of the Risorgimento on Christina Rossetti’s writings should be restored to current 

academic readings and analyses of her work because they provide a more in-depth look into her interests 

and literary character.



 
 

 

Literature Review 

Currently, very few academic publications about the Risorgimento influencing Christina Rossetti’s 

works exist. In 2017, Simon Fraser University student Audrey Ling wrote an undergraduate capstone 

project essay about this subject titled “Rossetti and the Risorgimento: An Allegorical Reading of Goblin 

Market.” The paper was eventually published in Making Nineteenth-Century Literary Environments along 

with her classmates’ other capstone projects. The paper appears to be an entirely original analysis, as it 

does not source other research concerning this topic, but instead creates a new argument using existing 

publications on Christina Rossetti. In short, Ling argues that the biographical details of Christina Rossetti’s 

life allow for a political allegorical reading of Goblin Market. The author uses these biographical details to 

make an assumption that Rossetti held pro-Risorgimento sentiments and supported the unification of the 

regions within the Italian peninsula (Ling 1). More specifically, Ling identifies Lizzie and Laura as Italy—

an Italia turrita108 of sorts—who represent the oft-feminized landscape, suffering “when foreigners 

attempt to occupy the land” (Ling 3). Therefore, according to Ling’s interpretation, the goblins represent 

foreign imperialist occupants, bringing fruits from foreign lands. Thusly, Ling points out that Rossetti 

transforms Laura into a “fallen woman,”109 suggesting Italia turrita and her downfall after foreign 

occupation under Spain, France, and Austria (Ling 4).  

Rossetti includes other allusions which makes this political reading of Goblin Market more likely. 

For example, Lizzie’s name is short for Elizabeth, likely an allusion to Queen Elizabeth I, while Laura is a 

clear allusion to Petrarch’s muse of the same name, hence strengthening her symbolism as Italy herself. 

The Risorgimento was a cause dear to the hearts of many Victorians, so the two sisters could represent the 

relationship between Britain and Italy during the upheaval of the Italian sociopolitical movement. This 

                                                           
108  Italia turrita is a personification of Italy, usually depicted as a woman wearing a mural crown and holding wheat. 
Earliest depictions of Italia turrita appear in ancient Roman coinage and remained as a symbol throughout the 
history of the peninsula. Her image reëmerged during the Early Modern era and eventually resurged as the 
“emblem of freedom and unity in the Risorgimento” (Graziosi 13, 18, 24). 
109 As defined by the British Library, the “fallen woman” represented formerly respectable women “who 
transgressed Victorian sexual norms…[and thus descended into] a downward spiral that began with sex and led to 
loss of social position, ruin, and death.” (“Rescue of Fallen Women”). 



 
 

 

relationship is further supported by her role in the beginning of the poem, where she first carries a silver 

penny to confront the goblins. Lizzie carries economic power here, thus representing the economic 

supremacy of Britain during this period. She is later characterized as a landmark resisting invasion by a 

naval fleet (Ling 6-8).  

Ling notes that when Laura is restored to life, Rossetti’s poetry resounds with nationalistic 

imagery:   

 [Laura’s] locks streamed like the torch 
…Or like the mane of horses in their flight, 
Or like an eagle when she stems the light 
Straight toward the sun, 
Or like a caged thing freed, 
Or like a flying flag when armies run” (Rossetti 500-506). 

Firstly, Laura’s imagery as the tragic, fallen Italy is transformed to one of power. Her hair lights like a 

torch, as if leading the way for the Italians to a battle. The inclusion of horses running and a flying flag 

guiding a battalion further evokes this war imagery. Additionally, Rossetti’s comparison of Laura to “a 

caged thing freed,” is a metaphor to an oppressed Italy. Finally, the fact she is resurrected by Lizzie at all 

is most telling. Risorgimento means “resurgence” or “resurrection” in Italian, so this is Rossetti’s most 

obvious reference to the Italian political movement. Since Lizzie represents Britain in this analysis, 

Rossetti would have been suggesting that the United Kingdom support Italy in its struggle for 

independence and unification (Ling 7-9).  

Few other studies into Christina Rossetti’s relationship to the Risorgimento appear to exist, save 

for Harry W. Rudman’s 1940 book (reprinted in 1966), Italian Nationalism and English Letters: Figures 

of the Risorgimento and Victorian Men of Letters. As the title and publication date of Rudman’s book 

might suggest, Italian Nationalism and English Letters understates Christina Rossetti’s possible interest in 

the Risorgimento. Rudman writes that “Christina had no interest in politics, but her brother, William 

Michael, doubted whether she ever regarded an Austrian quite on the same footing as men of other races” 

(193). He made this conclusion upon reading William Michael’s edited version of Christina’s complete 

poetical works, wherein William says this quite directly. However, this is all Rudman says about her 



 
 

 

relationship with the Risorgimento. He then moves on to talk extensively about her father and brother’s 

relationships to the political movement. Rudman entirely fails to mention Maria Francesca. She was 

famous in her own right, but the least appreciated sibling of the Rossetti family. This makes it difficult to 

ascertain whether or not she had an interest in the Risorgimento, but Rudman should have at least 

mentioned her, her research on Dante Alighieri, and her strong interest in the Italian language in the midst 

of the Risorgimento. In fact, Maria worked closely with Dante Gabriel on his Proserpine, and Maria told 

him she would have preferred if he wrote the poem in Italian (Weintraub 200). According to Stanley 

Weintraub, Maria had “loyalties to her Italian origins” and saw Dante Gabriel as the closest to herself in 

“Italianate instincts” (200-1). Her position as the eldest sibling would have allowed her to have a natural 

influence on her younger siblings. 

Thus, Rudman’s book’s absence of Maria Francesca brings into question how Rudman generally 

viewed women’s political interests in the Risorgimento, and that is answered by his coverage of Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning. Rudman underappreciates Browning’s political interest in the Risorgimento and claims 

she was “frightened” of Mazzini’s political side (101). This view has been questioned, as Browning 

“advocate[d for] the Italian revolutions of 1848 as liberal politics” and explicitly “envisioned a national 

future of Italy in Casa Guidi Windows” (Kim 1-2). The book’s title does specify Rudman’s focus on men, 

but the issue lies in that whenever Rudman decides to focus on women, he sees them as disinterested in the 

overtly political nature of the Risorgimento. As a result, Rudman ultimately fails to explain the impact of 

Victorian women in the Risorgimento. 

Most scholarship about the Italian influence on Christina Rossetti’s works tend to focus on her 

poetry’s Dantean or Petrarchan qualities. For example, her later sonnet sequence, Monna Innominata,110 

concerns itself with the lack of writings left behind from Beatrice Portinari and Laura, the muses of Dante 

and Petrarch, respectively. Each stanza begins with a one-line quote from both of the two Italian poets, 

giving attention to specific works by them. The Petrarchan quote which begins the first stanzas is from the 

                                                           
110 “Unknown Lady” 



 
 

 

poem, “Io amai sempre et amo forte ancora,”111 which is a traditional sonnet in which the speaker of the 

poem commits to loving his muse until he dies (Petrarch). Rossetti’s attention to the Petrarchan style of 

sonnets is what “places her among female sonneteers across history” (Moore 487).  

In addition to references and knowledge of Italian literature in her works, Christina Rossetti also 

acknowledged her Anglo-Italian heritage and noted its influence on her writing in some of her letters. For 

example, in one letter to her friend Caroline Gemmer, Rossetti speaks warmly of her Southern Italian 

heritage from her father, noting the beauty of the Adriatic Sea (C.G. Rossetti, The Letters 415). On the 

other hand, Rossetti is humble when it comes to her Italian knowledge. In another letter to a “learned 

blacksmith” named Elihu Burrit, she notes that she is “a very imperfect Italian scholar, not a ‘scholar’ at 

all, but [simply] a warm admirer [of Italian history and literature]” (C.G. Rossetti, The Letters 295). One 

biography of Christina Rossetti explains that the poet closely resembled her father “in poetic ability and 

temperament (traditionally Southern Italian in its fire and ardor,)” inheriting “some of his characteristic 

Latin attitudes, [which were] sometimes at variance with English conventionality” (Packer 7-8). Since 

Rossetti’s writings already exhibit an abundant amount of evidence of Italian literary influence, the 

possibility of the country’s historical influence is made more feasible. 

Aside from the apparent Italian literary influence in her works, Christina Rossetti also wrote a 

number of unpublished poems in Italian. One set of these unpublished poems written in Italian was within 

a collection titled Il rosseggiar dell’Oriente. Rossetti intended this collection as a response to her love 

interest, Charles Cayley. Academic works about Rossetti rarely discuss these poems or the fact that they 

were written in Italian during the Risorgimento. While travelling to Italy was popular for the Victorians—

and a symbol of higher status—late 18th-century and early 19th-century British literature would often use 

Italy to symbolize a place of moral depravity. This was especially the case in Gothic literature. Most 

writing concerning Italy was travel-writing. Perhaps the most famous political writings about Italy from 

                                                           
111  “I always loved and I still strongly love” 



 
 

 

the Victorians were by Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Charles Dickens. They held sympathetic views 

towards the Italians’ strive for unification and independence.  

Several of Christina Rossetti’s poems were concerned with the Italian national cause, such as 

“Mother Country” and “En Route.” Both of these poems expressed Rossetti’s separation from Italy, a 

country she visited only once despite the relationship she had with her heritage. “Mother Country” was 

written in 1868, when the Kingdom of Italy was already created. The Papal States had not been annexed to 

the kingdom yet, and Florence was the current capital. Just a year before the poem was written, Napoleon 

III defeated Garibaldi’s second expedition to Rome, temporarily demoralizing the Risorgimento 

movement. Thus, Rossetti’s poem implies that she was aware of the current political situation in Italy. 

Christina Rossetti’s interest in the Italian Risorgimento is a topic most readers fail to consider. 

Unfortunately, this is where direct research of Christina Rossetti’s relationship to the Risorgimento 

seems to end. However, several academic studies have examined the other Rossetti family members’ 

relationships and sentiments to the Italian political movement. For example, some research on Dante 

Gabriel’s relationship to the Risorgimento already exists. One specific example is a journal article 

published by Edinburgh University Press titled “Unity and/or Disunity in Dante Gabriel Rossetti's Poetry: 

Proto-Aestheticism, Cultural Politics, and Italian Nationalism at the Victorian Mid-Century” by Dr. Vicky 

Greenaway. Greenaway’s stance is an unwieldy and complicated one, but she basically argues that Dante 

Gabriel Rossetti’s earlier works on Italian topics belong to the Risorgimento movement of cultural 

nationalism, but at the same time also refute most conventions of cultural-nationalist writing. In other 

words, she feels that Dante Gabriel cannot be considered an Italian nationalist, but his Italianate works are 

still a contribution to the movement because they common tools in Romantic nationalism, such as the 

visionary mode. Additionally, Greenaway notes that Dante Gabriel was by no means a political activist, as 

he explicitly wrote in his personal letters to family and friends. However, he still expressed some solidarity 

with the Risorgimento movement (Greenaway 53-4). She argues that his Early Italian Poets (1861), a 

translation of medieval and early Renaissance Italian authors, cannot be separated from the Risorgimento 

cultural movement. The poets that Dante Gabriel decided to translate are almost synonymous with the 



 
 

 

cultural Italian literary canon that the Risorgimento movement tried to popularize in an attempt to create a 

national identity (Greenaway 56-8). Dante Gabriel also achieves this by writing and painting in a Dantean 

mode. 

Jan Marsh saw Dante Gabriel’s Early Italian Poets differently than Greenaway. Marsh, an expert 

on the Victorian period, especially the Pre-Raphaelites, wrote that: “[Dante Gabriel’s Early Italian Poets] 

signaled recognition of his national heritage, personally and politically…[He paid] implicit homage to the 

literary work[s of his paternal ancestors] (Dante Gabriel Rossetti 18). In other words, Marsh saw Early 

Italian Poets as confirmation that Dante Gabriel designed the translation for a patrimonial cause with 

political intentions. For the most part, however, academics seem to agree that Dante Gabriel’s political 

interests were mostly dissimulated (Potolsky 597). The amount of research about Dante Gabriel’s 

connection to the Risorgimento is more sizeable than that of Christina, but there is also some research on 

William Michael’s politics as well. 

In “‘[T]his world is now thy pilgrimage’: William Michael Rossetti's Cognitive Maps of France” 

by Eleonora Sasso at D'Annunzio University, the scholar argues that William Michael’s Democratic 

Sonnets create a “cognitive map of [his] framework determined by French and Italian landmarks…which 

function as orientation points that are tied to the historical events of the Italian Risorgimento” (Sasso 85). 

William Michael traveled frequently to Italy, and he was more explicit about his connection to the 

Risorgimento. He wrote that Italy was his “native country almost in equal degree with England,” (W.M. 

Rossetti Selected Letters 669). During one of his travels to his “other homeland,” William Michael spent 

time with the Brownings, who were very involved with the Risorgimento movement especially after the 

Franco-Sardinian war against Austria in 1859 (Sasso 91-2). Perhaps his time with the Brownings formed 

his burgeoning interest in Risorgimento politics. While in Italy, William Michael also began to record any 

event concerning Giuseppe Garibaldi, the Italian general and revolutionary who greatly contributed to the 

Risorgimento movement. More specifically, William Michael believed Garibaldi was the “greatest and 

most flawless” hero (W.M. Rossetti, Selected Letters 286). This interest led him to travelling across Italy; 



 
 

 

he made a pilgrimage to any place that Garibaldi himself visited. Christina actually joined William on one 

of these searches; they journeyed to Lake Como to find where Garibaldi defeated the Austrians.  

While at the hill that overlooked Lake Como, Michael and Christina had a classically Romantic 

experience wherein they heard a nightingale calling and they believed it celebrated Garibaldi’s immortality 

(Sasso 94-5). Perhaps for them, the bird also symbolized the spirit of Italy, given their historical 

symbology as a “bird of spring, of night, and of mourning [which later]...became a bird of love” (Ferber 

44). Given the close relationship between Christina and William and their shared appreciation for their 

Italian heritage, this experience appeared to have had a profound effect on the both of them. William’s 

letters record the encounter in detail, and he shows some sympathy for the people of Lake Como, for they 

feared the Austrians would once again return to occupy the area (W.M. Rossetti, Rossetti Papers 111-2). 

As far as the Rossetti siblings’ explicit sentiments of the Risorgimento goes in previous research, this is 

where it seems to end. 

The research and analysis of Christina Rossetti’s political metaphors, symbology, and sentiments 

as relating to the Risorgimento is severely lacking. This paper aims to use biographical evidence, original 

analysis of Christina’s poetry, the Rossetti family letters, and a variety of existing scholarly publications to 

examine her relationship to the Risorgimento. 



 
 

 

Christina Rossetti and her Immediate Family 

Christina Georgina Rossetti was born in 1830 as the youngest child of an intellectually creative 

Anglo-Italian family. Her mother, Frances Polidori, and her father, Gabriele Rossetti, both had familial 

connections to the Risorgimento, a 19th-century sociopolitical movement that aimed to unify the 

conglomeration of independent entities within the Italian Peninsula. Frances Polidori’s father was the 

Italian expatriate Gaetano Polidori, who worked as the secretary of Vittorio Alfieri. Alfieri was a defining 

figure of the Italian 18th-century. He was a dramatist and poet whose works contributed much to the 

Risorgimento-era ideologies of liberalism and republicanism (Howells 5). 

Christina Rossetti’s father is a compelling figure, having the background and aura of a Byronic 

hero. His poetry and other writings presented an Italian nationalist mindset. In his biographical verse 

narrative, Life in Italy, Gabriele Rossetti explores his nationalistic activism in depth. He was one of the 

earlier members of the Carbonari, a secret political society in early 19th-century Italy wih a patriotic, 

liberal basis. Gabriele Rossetti described the Carbonari as a “vast reunion of audacious souls,” aimed at 

vanquishing the “foulness of despotic power” which took hold over Italy during his life (G. Rossetti, A 

Versified Autobiography para. 42). This lengthy verse narrative was later published in an edited, translated 

version completed by Gabriele’s second son, William Michael Rossetti, who was the family biographer of 

sorts.  

Gabriele’s republican enthusiasm led to his exile from Italy. Because he was involved in the 

Neapolitan rising led by Guglielmo Pepe in 1820, Gabriele Rossetti’s name soon appeared on a list of 

revolutionaries who the newly restored Bourbon King of Naples Ferdinand IV wished to have executed 

(Vassalo 131). He fled to the city of Valletta in Malta in 1821, disguised as an English officer. Gabriele 

eventually escaped to England in 1824 and became a professor of Italian in London thanks to his antipapal 

beliefs. There, he began to write the treatise Sullo spirito antipapale, which included esoteric 

interpretations of Dante’s Divine Comedy. He claimed that The Divine Comedy was written in the code 

language of a humanistic secret society that was opposed to political and ecclesiastical tyranny (G. 



 
 

 

Rossetti, Disquisitions xii-xiv). Afterward, he soon met Frances Polidori, who was then translating 

Milton’s poetry into Italian (Vassallo 137-8). 

 Frances Polidori married Gabriele Rossetti in 1826. Frances gave birth to their four children 

within the next four years: Maria Francesca born in 1827, Gabriel Charles Dante born in 1828, William 

Michael born in 1829, and Christina Georgina born in 1830. Gabriel Charles Dante would later become 

more well-known under the name Dante Gabriel, and in his family, he was simply known as Gabriel. 

Frances Rossetti was a devout Anglican, and her husband was an antipapal Roman Catholic. The couple 

decided that Frances would educate their daughters as Anglicans and that Gabriele would educate their 

sons as Roman Catholics. Frances’ trilingualism in English, Italian, and French played an integral role in 

the education of her children, which she was undoubtedly devoted to (Manfredi). In fact, all four of the 

Rossetti children grew to be fluent in Italian, and their knowledge of the language is apparent and 

prevalent in their works. 

Gabriele took on a more affectionate role in the family than what was usually standard for 

Victorians, but his active presence in his children’s lives shaped their literary and artistic careers. Gabriele 

read Italian authors and nursery rhymes to his children from their infancy (Marsh 31-34). Christina’s 

poetry is affected by her youth of reading so many Italian authors, among them Torquato Tasso, Pietro 

Metastasio, Petrarca, and perhaps most notably, Dante Alighieri (Packer 17). Christina acknowledged a 

Dantean influence within her writing in her later life. noting that being a Rossetti allowed her “to render 

Dante a fascinating centre of thought” (W.M. Rossetti The Family Letters, 49). Most of these writers, 

especially Dante, played a major role in the artistic and cultural propaganda of the Risorgimento; 

Risorgimento politicians used them as rallying figures because their works could create a sense of unity, at 

least culturally (“Italian Literature”). Christina’s early introduction to canonical Italian literature also 

emerges in her works. This thesis will later focus on how her appreciation of these writers may reveal her 

desire for the Risorgimento’s success. More importantly, the fact that her father was in exile due to his 

political commitment suggests that no one in their family was likely to be indifferent to these issues.  



 
 

 

As Antony H. Harrison puts it, “it was impossible to be in the Rossetti household during this 

period and not be immersed in European politics,” and that included Italian nationalistic politics as well 

(34). Dante Gabriel did confront the Risorgimento quite directly in his early career, as evidenced by his 

letters. One letter to his mother in the summer of 1847 wrote: 

The Austrians have been forced by a general rising to retreat from Ferrara…The Pope has said 
that, if this unjustifiable interference [in Italy] is continued, he shall first make a protest to all the 
Sovereigns of Europe against Austria; that, in case this should fail, he will excommunicate both 
Emperor and people; and that, when driven to the last extremity, he will himself ride in the van of 
his own army with the sword and the Cross, and that then five millions of Christians shall rise and 
follow him. (D.G. Rossetti, His Family-Letters 34) 

Given his close relationship and correspondence with his sister Christina, it is likely that she was aware 

and possibly influenced by these sentiments. Christina’s  poetry was didactic and often voiced her 

perspectives on patriarchal values, especially those discussing love and marriage (Harrison 127-8). 

However, Christina but did not often discuss her political views explicitly. Either way, Dante Gabriel still 

implicitly involved himself in Risorgimento politics through his explicit interest in the Italian canonical 

poets.  

The youngest brother William Michael noted that Dante Gabriel grew “alienated from current 

politics,” and instead preferred to have a “one-sided talk about [Italian politics]” as he aged (W.M. 

Rossetti, Dante Gabriel 55). Dante Gabriel’s works, however, seem to suggest differently. One of Dante 

Gabriel’s first major works was a compilation of early medieval Italian poetry that he translated himself 

called Early Italian Poets. His choice of poets included Dante Alighieri, Giacomino Pugliese, Ciullo 

d’Alcomo, and Franco Sacchetti, among others. These all happened to be poets which Risorgimento 

intellectuals celebrated in an attempt to unite a regionalized Italian people through common cultural 

literature (Mazzini “European Literature” 16; “On Italian Literature” 182). In other words, the poetry 

within this collection fit the profile of other literature that was resurrected for the Risorgimento’s cultural-

nationalist cause (Greenaway 57). Dante Gabriel’s pre-existing interest in Risorgimento politics and 

culture would have likely fed into Christina’s sentimentalities.  



 
 

 

Christina Georgina Rossetti also became an incredibly prolific writer, mainly writing devotional or 

children’s poetry, Christmas carols, and a model for some of Dante Gabriel’s paintings. Some scholars 

consider Christina a Pre-Raphaelite “Sister” for her prevalence in her elder brother’s paintings. She was 

even invited to join them officially, but she was “too modest to be named one of the band” (Walker). She 

published several collections of her poetry, fiction, and non-fiction within her lifetime (Ockerbloom). Her 

most well-known works are “Goblin Market,” “Remember,” “In the Bleak Midwinter,” and “Love Came 

Down at Christmas.” Academics most commonly focus on these aspects of Christina’s poetry: gender, 

religion, and sexuality—rarely do they confront the political, which as evidenced by her familial 

connections, most definitely influences her work.



 
 

 

Argument 

Christina Rossetti is mostly read through two academic lenses: the devotional “meek” or a more 

secular, “energetic” proto-feminist route. The “meek” mode of thought is based on the expectations of 

Victorian female poets; they were to resist dramatic emotions while still distinguishing themselves as 

unique writers (Mermin 70). Despite these expectations, Rossetti deliberated towards sincere expressions 

in her poetry (Tennyson 38). She wrote about life, sisterhood, love, faith, and death, harbouring a 

preference for the darker strains of emotion (Curran 189). Thus, this mode tends to consider Rossetti a 

“constrained female genius,” a writer having to depend on subtleties to communicate her poetic mind. 

Meanwhile, the “energetic” mode reads her poetry secularly, celebrating her socially innovative 

ideas and expanding upon the nature of her constrained genius. Rossetti’s works seem even more ground-

breaking when keeping in mind that the education of Victorian women was based solely on their relation 

to men (Rousseau 328). As aforementioned, her mother educated her, and she did not attend a school like 

her elder brothers did. Thus, she was constrained by the limits of homeschooling mostly composed of 

literary and religious teachings (Currence 10). While it would be incorrect to label Rossetti as a feminist, 

“considering her belief...that a woman's place was second to that of a Man's…[and] her views against 

universal women's suffrage,” her poetry reveals her critical eye on the traditional gender roles in Victorian 

society (Spaise 54). And, according to some scholarship, Rossetti also carries the spirit of feminism 

through her poetical critiques of Victorian love and economic exchange (Currence 15, 26-7). 

These two lenses combine to make Rossetti a poet of “energetic meekness”: she is non-

judgmental, pious, spiritual, while advocating for women’s individuality and sexuality. Basically, readers 

tend to view her either as a devotional (meek) poet or a proto-feminist (energetic) poet. Readers tend to 

also see these lenses as conflicting. However, in my opinion, Rossetti achieved this “energetic meekness” 

through her religiosity; her piousness gave her the spirit to be subtle about proto-feminist causes. In other 

words, her spirituality and proto-feminism cannot be separated because she achieves proto-feminism 

through that very spirituality.  



 
 

 

It would be a mistake to consider her poetry overtly political because so few of her poems 

contained direct references to contemporary politics. However, Rossetti was critical of slavery, 

imperialism, and militarism. The antivivisectionist movement—the 19th-century movement that protested 

against the experimentation of animals—was of the most importance to her (Mason 17, 110, 123). 

Additionally, she advocated for raising the age of consent in England in order to protect children from 

sexual exploitation (“Christina Rossetti”). However, academics tend to ignore her political sympathies and 

instead focus on the politics of her male family members, especially that of her father and Dante Gabriel. 

This oversight results from the “feminine” nature of her biography and œuvre. Although the literature has 

so far neglected it, her works reflect her political involvement. Indeed, we cannot ignore the politics of 

someone whose family was so involved in the politics of her time. 

Christina’s familial connections to the Risorgimento, her relationship with her father and elder 

brothers, and her profound knowledge of canonical Italian literature are all apparent in her works. Rossetti 

demonstrated her awareness of the Italian national cause through subtle methods in her poetry and 

epistolary writing. To fully consider Rossetti’s literary contributions, an understanding of her enthusiasm 

for her Italian heritage and Risorgimento politics is necessary. In other words, literary scholars must 

restore the cruciality of Rossetti’s politics in order to make a more complete analysis. Dismissing 

Rossetti’s political interests effectively underestimates her skills as a writer and diminishes the importance 

of those interests within her life and literary career. 

My thesis attempts to confront this gap within Rossetti scholarship. I analyze how Rossetti’s usage 

of the Italian literary canon often contains images of revival and rebirth. Because these authors were used 

to create an Italian national identity during the 19th century, Rossetti’s images have a clear connection to 

the Risorgimento. Additionally, works such as Goblin Market and Monna Innominata utilize Risorgimento 

themes and motifs. For example, Goblin Market communicates foreign oppression in Italy through 

Dantean allegory. Although these two works are among Rossetti’s most analyzed works, my thesis 

presents a political scope that is rarely considered. Furthermore, Rossetti’s poetry contains both explicit 

and implicit references to events in Risorgimento history. When she discusses these events, she frequently 



 
 

 

anthromorphosizes Italy into a woman who deserves sympathy in her fight from oppression. Her historical 

poems, aside from “In the Round Tower at Jhansi, June 8, 1857,” are also rarely analyzed. Instead, it is her 

devotional or subtly proto-feminist work that receives the most attention. My thesis provides original 

analysis on these historical poems, uncovering Rossetti’s sentiments towards the Risorgimento. 

Additionally, I will discuss Rossetti’s direct allusions to works within the Risorgimento literary canon and 

use of themes from this canon in her poems and how they further reveal these sentiments. Finally, I will 

analyze Rossetti’s poems written in Italian, which also contain images of rebirth. In conclusion, my thesis 

aims to provide a rare political perspective into Christina Rossetti’s poetry to provide more nuance to 

existing scholarship. 



 
 

 

The Influence of Italian Literature on Christina Rossetti’s Poetry 

The Victorians—and the Pre-Raphaelites especially—became obsessed with the medieval world and were 

thus drawn to Dantean imagery in their works. John Ruskin calls Dante “the central man of the 

world…representing in perfect balance the imaginative, moral, and intellectual faculties” in his three-

volume architectural treatise, The Stones of Venice (Ruskin 158). Ruskin was simply voicing the thoughts 

of his contemporaries; they were fascinated by Dante because he embodied a poetic metaphysical exile, a 

very Romantic concept (Milbank 1-2). 

The political nature of Rossetti’s poetry may be questioned, but the effects of an Italian literary 

influence cannot. All four of the Rossetti children were scholars of Dante in their own way. The siblings’ 

admiration for Dante derived from their father’s passion for the essential Italian poet. After all, their very 

existence was a result of his exile, which in turn was caused by his controversial exegesis of the poet’s 

work. The first Rossetti child, Maria Francesca, wrote a long essay titled A Shadow of Dante: Being an 

Essay Towards Studying Himself, His World and His Pilgrimage, where she argued that the Divinia 

Commedia was “a discourse of the most elevated faith and morals” (C.G. Rossetti qtd. in Milbank 118). 

She dedicated the book to the “beloved” memory of her father. She wrote that “Dante is a name unlimited 

in place and period…He rises before us and above us like the Pyramids…He is known to all by name and 

by pictorial representation” (M.F. Rossetti 1). Perhaps Maria’s description of Dante is the most concise 

way to explain her family’s devotion to studying the Italian poet.  

Meanwhile, Dante Gabriel seemed to find a particular “rich source of inspiration in the works of 

his namesake,” having translated Dante’s Vita Nova and creating several paintings of Beatrice Portinari: 

Beata Beatrix and The Salutation of Beatrice (“Jan. 9 Art Minute”). Lastly, William Michael’s 

contribution to Dantean scholarship was his translation of Inferno, which was quite accurate and good, 

according to Christina (C.G. Rossetti qtd. in Milbank 118).  

Despite Dante Gabriel’s interest in his namesake, it was Christina Rossetti’s whose appreciation of 

Dante was imbued in her values and consistently present throughout her works. One scholar comments: 



 
 

 

It is thus Christina, and not Dante Gabriel, who is most aligned with Dantean values, for her 
poetry attempts to achieve that focus on God that Dante’s persona, emulating Beatrice, finally 
attains in the Paradiso: “I prayed thus; and she, so far off as she seemed, smiled and looked at me, 
then turned again to the eternal fount.” (Arseneau 28).  

In her later years, she refined her taste for Dante; her earlier life was composed of a more amateur interest. 

However, she tended to use Dante’s works more creatively than her family members, perhaps because 

there was more of a distance between her and the Italian poet than was present for her father or elder 

brother. Instead of direct interpretations or translations, Christina Rossetti preferred to use Dantean aspects 

in her narratives, especially in the form of allegorical stories like Goblin Market (Milbank 118, 135).  

 Alison Milbank, Anglican priest and literary scholar specializing in the relationship between 

literature and culture in the post-Enlightenment period, wrote that Goblin Market is a Dantesque allegory 

because it uses fiction to tell theological truth in order to allow the reader to understand the unknown 

through the author’s imagination (Milbank 135). On its surface, Goblin Market may appear more sexual 

than religious, but the poem does indeed offer a religious reading. In order to make greater sense of this 

concept, I will explore a religious reading of Goblin Market and what it could mean for its Dantean 

allegorical interpretation. 

 Goblin Market is perhaps Rossetti’s most anthologized works, perhaps because it is so singular, so 

different from her other poetry. While seeming to be fantastical poem from a fantasy collection for 

children, it is still a deeply spiritual work. Rossetti refused to reveal her authorial intent behind the poem, 

besides that she did not intend it as a children’s poem (Roe). The modern reader cannot resist reading hints 

of sexuality throughout the poem, as the goblins and their succulent fruits seem to hint at male genitalia, 

orgies, and a concoction of bodily fluids. However, the average Victorian reader would have avoided 

reading the poem in a sexual manner (“Historical Context in ‘Goblin Market’”). Instead, they would have 

seen the poem for the characteristics within it that make it a fundamental Christian allegory: a story of 

temptation and the forbidden fruit, a faithful parable implied by its scriptural precedent (Pionke 898, 907).  

Goblin Market echoes the three enemies of Christian souls as determined by the poet herself: “the 

flesh, the world, the devil” (C.G. Rossetti, “The Three Enemies”). Although Rossetti does not explain 



 
 

 

what each of these sins mean in “The Three Enemies,” the meaning of “the flesh” as a sin is apparent: she 

is referring to sexual desire. “The world,” however, is less clear. Rossetti later defines what the “worldly 

sin” means in her aptly titled poem, “The World.” Rossetti personifies the world as a deceitful, lustful 

womanly figure who tempts the speaker of the poem with her fruits, similarly to how the goblins do so in 

Goblin Market. “The World” and its connection to canonical Risorgimento literature will be discussed in-

depth further into this chapter. However, the focus for now will be the Dantean allegory within Goblin 

Market. 

The essence of the Goblin Martket’s plot is that Lizzie tries to avoid these three enemies. She 

protects herself against the goblins so that her virtuousness is not harmed, avoiding the “textural sensations 

the fruit produces in the mouth,” and thus preventing her own moral decay (McAlpine 118-9). The 

opening of the poem makes the enemy of the flesh apparent, as the narrator describes the goblin fruits with 

extremely sensuous language. For example, at the beginning of the poem, the goblins yell out that the 

cherries they sell are “plump” and “unpeck’d,” and their “pomegranates full and fine” (C.G. Rossetti, 

Goblin Market ln 7,21). Although cherries would not specifically refer to virginity and the hymen until the 

late 19th century, they still existed as an image of young sexual ripeness in literary and artistic contexts 

(Green, cherry n.1). More specifically, paintings of young girls and women would often include cherries in 

this sense, and Rossetti would have been aware of that. Similarly, pomegranates are an ancient symbol of 

fertility dating from Mediterranean mythologies, but they also held a spiritual symbol representing the 

unity of the Church and its believers (“Pomegranate, Miracle Fruit”).  

Rossetti’s mention of the pomegranate could represent the dangers the Church has for the political 

movement. Indeed, the state of the Church was certainly an important factor in the Risorgimento, as the 

Papal States were the last territories in the peninsula to become a part of the newly united Italian kingdom. 

Additionally, several Risorgimento intellectuals like Vincenzo Gioberti and Cesare Balbo supported the 

idea of unifying Italy under a confederacy, with the Pope as its ruler, in a movement called neo-Guelphism 

(Ghisalberti 173, 176). Nevertheless, Pope Gregory XVI distrusted Gioberti, because the neo-Guelphs and 

the other revolutionaries alike threatened to “change the established order” (Beales and Biagini 229-30). 



 
 

 

Meanwhile, among the leading Carbonari leaders were Mazzini and Garibaldi, who were both anti-clerical. 

All of these tensions made the Church an extremely important topic for the Risorgimento. Therefore, 

Victorian literature tended to depict the Catholic as the morally depraved, so Rossetti may also be 

criticizing the general role of the Church in Italian socio-politics (Moran 9-10). However, it is the overall 

presentation of these fruit that demands attention. 

Because the goblin men are advertising these fleshly temptations to Laura and Lizzie, they can be 

identified as the “devil.” This is further supported by the mythos surrounding goblins, the mischievous, 

malicious creatures who exist within Western folklore. In other words, the goblins offer access to 

forbidden fruit, which threaten Laura and Lizzie’s self-integrity, making them comparable to a Christian 

reading of the devil serpent from the Old Testament (McAlpine 120-1). Finally, the physical, temporal 

world in which Laura and Lizzie live  is representative of Rossetti’s “worldly evil,” because it offers these 

temptations to the girls in the poem. In this sense, Goblin Market remains a spiritual poem because it 

concerns sin, temptation, and loss of innocence. 

A letter either from Dante or another learned person of his time states the following, explaining the 

meaning of Dantean allegory: 

Allegory, [is] what is signified to us [through] our redemption through Christ; if at the moral 
sense, what is signified to us is the conversion of the soul from the sorrow and misery of sin to the 
state of grace; if at the anagogical, what is signified to us is the departure of the sanctified soul 
from bondage to the corruption of this world into the freedom of eternal glory. And although these 
mystical senses are called by various names, they may all be called allegorical, since they are all 
different from the literal or historical. (Alighieri 99). 

To put it more simply, Dantean allegory must be revealed through Christ’s redemption of whomever is 

experiencing the allegory at hand. For the sake of simplicity, this recipient will be called the “Allegorical 

Character” for the remainder of this thesis. The allegory itself thus signifies the state of the soul after 

death; it transforms from a sinful, miserable soul to a graceful one. The Allegorical Character themselves 

exercises their free will and earns either the rewards or punishments of justice (Alighieri, “Letter to Can 

Grande”).  



 
 

 

Goblin Market follows Dantean allegory as such: Lizzie is a Christ-like figure who saves her sister 

from the unavoidable sins of the world. Rossetti also depicts the described “conversion of the soul.” Until 

Lizzie’s redemption, Laura experiences depravity after eating the Goblin fruits; her experience is a 

physical one, an illness that nearly takes her life (C.G. Rossetti, Goblin Market ln 524-528). Rossetti is 

explicit about Laura entering a state of grace after Lizzie saves her. The morning after Lizzie saves her 

sister, “Laura awoke as from a dream /…And light danced in her eyes” (C.G. Rossetti, Goblin Market ln 

537, 542). Thus, the poem explains the fantastical events of the poem to the matters of the world in a way 

that respects Dantean allegory, but ultimately diverts from it because Lizzie, instead of Christ, saves Laura. 

It is because Rossetti steers away from her usual way of making Christ the explicit redeemer in her poetry 

that makes the poem an allegory in the Dantean fashion.  

 Rossetti makes the connection between Dantean allegory and Goblin Market apparent with the 

introduction of these three enemies. It recalls the opening passages of Dante’s Inferno, where Dante 

encounters three ferocious animals whilst in the dark wood: a leopard, a lion, and a she-wolf. The most 

common interpretation of the scene is that the forest represents a world of sin and that the three animals 

represent the three major categories of sin: concupiscence, violence, and fraud, respectively. Sometimes, 

they are also equated as lust, pride, and avarice. Finally, more contemporary commentary has identified 

them with the three sections of Hell that Dante travels through (Raffa). Whatever the case, Rossetti’s three 

enemies match with Dante’s quite well. The flesh is Dante’s leopard. The two other beasts could be 

interchangeable with either of the remaining “enemies.” Rossetti did tend to portray temptation as Satan’s 

sin, which identifies more with avarice than pride. While Rossetti is not overly literal about which of the 

Dantean elements she illuminates with her goblins, she continues certain traditions of depicting sin. For 

example, she follows traditional methods of animalizing sin through the animalization of the goblin men, 

but breaks a pattern through her imagery of Laura. Aside from Rossetti’s form of Dantean allegorical, 

there are several other ways that she makes clear reference to The Divine Comedy. 

 The call of the goblin men evokes that of the siren who seduces Dante in Purgatorio, which is in 

of itself a reference to the Odyssey. Lizzie and Laura’s encounter of the goblins occurs: 



 
 

 

“Oh,” cried Lizzie, “Laura, Laura, 
You should not peep at goblin men.” 
Lizzie cover’d up her eyes, 
Cover’d close lest they should look; 
Laura rear’d her glossy head, 
And whisper’d like the restless brook: 
“Look, Lizzie, look, Lizzie, 
Down the glen tramp little men. 
…“No,” said Lizzie, “No, no, no; 
Their offers should not charm us, 
Their evil gifts would harm us.” 
She thrust a dimpled finger 
In each ear, shut eyes and ran: 
Curious Laura chose to linger 
…She heard a voice like voice of doves 
Cooing all together: 
They sounded kind and full of loves 

 

…Turn’d and troop’d the goblin men, 
With their shrill repeated cry, 
“Come buy, come buy.” 
When they reach’d where Laura was 
…One heav’d the golden weight 
Of dish and fruit to offer her: 
“Come buy, come buy,” was still their cry. 
Laura stared but did not stir, 
Long’d but had no money: 

 

The dream-like state in which Laura encounters the goblins is also similar to the canto in Purgatorio, as 

seen by the following lines from Dante: “‘I am,’ she sang, ‘I am the Siren sweet / Who mariners amid the 

main unman /…I drew Ulysses from his wandering way / Unto my song, and he who dwells with me / 

Seldom departs so wholly I content him” (Canto 19). Rossetti’s scene also mirrors a Dantean journey; 

Laura’s reaction to the goblins is similar to that of Dante at certain scenes within The Divine Comedy. For 

example, Rossetti’s depiction of the goblins and their similarities to Dante’s sirens not only illustrate the 

Italian literary influence within her writing, but they also indicate her potential views on the 

Risorgimento.  

Trigger warning: The following paragraphs will discuss sexual assault and rape.  

The earlier identification of  Lizzie as England and Laura as Italy must be revisited to connect 

Rossetti to the Risorgimento directly. Laura’s identification with Italy could, more specifically, also 



 
 

 

represent her as an Italia turrita of sorts, an oft-feminized landscape who must protect herself from foreign 

invaders. Laura is certainly a woman threatened with the possibility of becoming “fallen,” and later does in 

the poem. Lizzie and Laura are “very close sisters, who live alone without their parents,” living peacefully 

before the goblins invade their homeland (Pak). Whether or not Rossetti intended the poem to have a 

sexual interpretation, the modern reader will struggle to avoid the goblin’s seemingly licentious objective: 

to make Laura buy and eat their fruit, which is described in a sexual manner. Either way, Laura becomes a 

“fallen woman.” According to Alberto Mario Banti, “the theme of foreign oppression [against Italy]…in 

the form of a direct assault on the sexual honour of women,” was considerable to the morphology of 

Risorgimento canon and its inherently nationalistic discourse (32). Thus, it can be argued that Rossetti’s 

Dantean allegory within Goblin Market contains a direct expression of her sympathies for the Italian 

nationalist cause.  

One such example of a Risorgimento-era text considering a similar portrayal of assault to 

represent foreign oppression is in Alessandro Manzoni’s I Promessi Sposi.112 The historical novel, first 

published in 1827, then later republished in a definitive version in the 1840s, is one of the most famous 

novels written in Italian. The novel is set in 17th-century Lombardy, when the second plague pandemic 

reached the Duchy of Milan then  ruled by Philip IV of the Spanish Habsburg family. Banti recalls a 

certain passage from the novel where Manzoni describes the occupiers in Lecco: “[the] Spanish 

soldiers…taught modesty to the wives and daughters of the town.” Banti clarifies that the scene does not 

develop a dialectic of “foreign oppressors and native oppressed,” but rather a “oppressors-oppressed” 

relationship, “shorn of specific ethnic and national dimensions” (32). He defends this argument by saying 

that any of Manzoni’s geopolitical spheres would have related to early modern Italian states rather than a 

national community. Thus, he argues that I Promessi Sposi is not Risorgimento canon at all (33).  

However, I argue that Manzoni’s discussions of evil, the suffering of innocents, and injustice, 

closely relate to other pieces of Risorgimento canon. Moreover, Manzoni explicitly expressed the desire 
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for his works to provide a rebirth for the Italian language by “reunit[ing] the written language…sett[ling] 

on Tuscan as his preferred vehicle to embody the project” (Curtotti). The longstanding “language 

question” was undoubtedly a major intellectual discussion within the Risorgimento movement (Mancini). 

Additionally, its popularity at the time it was published would have made it well-known amongst Italians. 

Furthermore, Banti cannot assume that readers would not have identified the plights of his fictional 

Lombardese characters with their own national struggle. In fact, he clarifies in the footnotes that his list of 

“essential” Risorgimento texts published between 1801 and 1849 are ones that were “explicitly mentioned 

as sources of patriotic ‘enlightenment’” (Banti 44). Considering that Lecco later experienced Habsburg 

occupation in the 19th-century, I believe Italian readers would have easily identified with Manzoni’s 

Lombardian characters, who were being oppressed by the Spanish Habsburgs. In fact, the novel indeed 

possessed patriotic appeals for many Italians of the time, according to Encyclopædia Britannica (Kuiper). 

Banti’s position has been criticized by other academics, especially since he includes Manzoni’s other, 

more explicitly nationalistic works within the Risorgimento canon such as The Count of Carmagnola and 

Adelchis (Banti 31)  

Christina Rossetti was certainly familiar with the premise of I Promessi Sposi. She gifted a copy of 

the novel to her brother William Michael, in the form of three volumes (each of which were signed by 

their mother). The books contain marginal notes from both Frances and Christina, indicating they both 

read the novel closely. She was surely familiar with the novel’s premise (“Rossetti Family Copy”). The 

premise of the novel is as follows: taking place in Spanish-occupied Lecco, textile workers Renzo 

Tramaglino and Lucia Mondella are engaged to one another and will wed soon. Don Rodrigo, a Spaniard, 

makes a bet with his cousin that he will be able to prevent their marriage. The two lovers are forced to flee 

Lecco and experience many dangers outside the city. The two are eventually separated and face plague, 

famine, imprisonment, and meet several strange characters along the way. Eventually, after much trial and 

torment, the lovers are finally able to marry.  

Although Goblin Market does not contain direct reference to Manzoni, Rossetti’s depiction of 

assault as a means of representing foreign oppression is still a Manzonian trope. Rossetti used this method 



 
 

 

to create sympathy for the Italian national cause--and she did so through her other poems as well. Such 

examples include “The World,” “Cousin Kate,” “The Prince’s Progress,” along with several others. 

 In “The World,” Rossetti contemplates one of her three categorical sins: that of the world. While 

the poem does not contain any direct references to Italian canonical literature, Rossetti utilizes the form of 

a Petrarchan sonnet. A Petrarchan sonnet is a 14-line poem, divided into an eight-line subsection (an 

octave) typically following a ABBA ABBA rhyme scheme and a six-line subsection (a sestet) typically 

following either a CDE CDE or CDC CDC rhyme scheme. Traditionally, the subject of Petrarchan sonnets 

was “erotic love, highly intellectualized and symbolized, of a male lover for an unattainable woman,” 

(Feldman and Robinson 4). The form and its subject matter saw a resurgence in the Romantic Era, 

becoming a poetic staple. As for the Risorgimento, medieval and early modern Italian writers like Dante, 

Petrarch, and Machiavelli were the foundation of the Italian intellectual tradition. Political discussions 

during the triennio patriottico113 or triennio giacobino114 (the three-year period following Napoleon’s 

arrival in Milan in 1796) were eventually connected to these foundational authors especially through Ugo 

Foscolo’s works (Banti 4, 19). In other words, in the mid-19th-century, Petrarchan sonnets would have had 

an undeniable relationship and connotation with Italian nationalism. In fact, in 1862, a year after King 

Vittorio Emanuele II formally declared the Kingdom of Italy, a special event in the then-current capital of 

Turin involved a pageant’s reenactment of Petrarch’s entry to Rome and his receiving of the laureate 

wreath. Additionally, national editions of Dante, Petrarch, and Mazzini’s complete works began underway 

and soon monuments were also built in Petrarch’s honour (Rubini 83). Rossetti’s literary methods in “The 

World” further support this claim that Petrarch was associated with the Risorgimento. 

Firstly, Petrarchan sonnets contain an octave with an ABBAABBA rhyme pattern, following a 

sestet rhyming in CDCDCD or CDECDE (“Sonnet”). Although the form was not invented by Petrarch, but 

instead popularized by him, the form is associated with him and his passion for Laura nonetheless. Rossetti 

does follow the conventional rhyming pattern for the octet in “The World,” but uses a CDCEDE rhyme 
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scheme for the sestet instead. Additionally, the poem does not have a clear volta, marking another 

dissociation from literary convention. Rossetti steers away from convention on purpose; it is through this 

message she conveys assault as a means of representing foreign oppression once more. The speaker of the 

poem, describes worldly sin (lust) as a beautiful womanly figure who shifts into a more threatening visage 

once moonlight breaks: “...As the moon so changeth she; / Loathsome and foul with hideous leprosy / And 

subtle serpents gliding in her hair” (C.G. Rossetti, “The World,” ln 2-4). The worldly sin then tempts the 

speaker of the poem to take part in “Ripe fruits, sweet flowers, and full satiety;” the combination of the 

snakes and the fruit recalls the story of the Original Sin in the garden of Eden. It is also reminiscent of 

Goblin Market itself. Most importantly, however, the assault of sin upon the woman speaker and the 

description of the monster invading the speaker’s space is invocative of the literary methods of canonical 

Risorgimento literature.  

Banti writes in The Nation of the Risorgimento that “foreign threat means loss of liberty, land and 

possessions,” often harming erotic and sexual relationships, and “in its most direct and immediate forms, 

this threat takes place the shape of violent abuse of…the purity of women” (71). Such examples in 

canonical Risorgimento literature are often found in episodes of the Sicilian Vespers: Giovanni da Procida 

by Giovan Battista Niccolini and Un periodo delle istorie siciliane del secolo XIII by Michele Amari. 

Giovanni da Procida especially had nationalistic associations in 19th-century Italy, “a grand summons to 

revolt…a powerful stimulant to the indignant popular [nationalistic] feeling” which was burgeoning 

throughout the peninsula (Thackeray 688). Although “The World” is not a retelling of the Sicilian 

Vespers, the story is very similar. At the very least, the worldly sin in Rossetti’s poem certainly threatens 

the speaker in a sexual manner. In the sestet, Rossetti introduces her unconventional volta and describes 

the worldly sin further, as a beastly woman with “pushing horns and clawed and clutching hands” (ln 11). 

Rossetti then presents a rhetorical question in the final lines of the poem; the speaker questions whether or 

not she should “sell / My soul to her… / till my feet, cloven too, take hold on hell?” (lns 12-14). In other 

words, the speaker of the poem questions what would have happened if she had given in to temptation. She 

believes she would have become a cloven-hooved devil and been sent to Hell. “The World,” thus contains 



 
 

 

an interesting interpretation of the Petrarchan sonnet, and Rossetti uses the form as a means to incorporate 

plausible Risorgimento tendencies. Another one of Rossetti’s works, Monna Innominata,115 contains direct 

references to both Dante and Petrarch. 

Monna Innominata: A Sonnet of Sonnets is a sonnet sequence that Rossetti published in 1881. As 

its full title suggests, Monna Innominata is a “sonnet” composed of 14 actual sonnets. More in line with 

the sonnet tradition, the work “concentrates on unattained, though not unrequited love,” and Rossetti 

focuses on the barriers and the personal relationships of the characters within the poems. By this time, the 

Italian peninsula had already been united and the Kingdom of Italy had already annexed the Papal States a 

decade ago. In other words, the aims of the Risorgimento were already achieved. However, Italy’s politics 

now shifted towards liberal reformism, and Italian statesman (and current Prime Minister at the time) 

Agostino Depretis struggled to keep the support of southern Italy. Additionally, the threat of Austria-

Hungary lingered above Italy’s northern borders. In other words, the newly united Italy was not in a stable 

situation. Thus, Rossetti’s concern with strained relationships, love, regret, the transitory nature of 

emotional moments, and a longing for excitement point towards Italian nationalistic sentiments, and this is 

further evidenced by her inclusion of Dantean and Petrarchan references. 

Rossetti prefaced her sonnet sequence with the following note, which explains the title of the 

sequence: 

Beatrice, immortalized by 'altissimo poeta ... cotanto amante' (loftiest poet, and lover of equal 
height); Laura, celebrated by a great though an inferior bard,--have alike paid the exceptional 
penalty of exceptional honour…The heroines of world-wide fame were preceded by a bevy of 
unnamed ladies…one can imagine many a lady as sharing her lover's poetic aptitude, while the 
barrier between them might be one held sacred by both…Had such a lady spoken for herself, the 
portrait left us might have appeared more tender, if less dignified, than any drawn even by a 
devoted friend… (C.G. Rossetti, Monna Innominata) 

Indeed, the sonnet sequence appears to give Rossetti her own voice; some literary historians have assumed 

that the work was her attempt at handling her failed relationship with the Dante translator, Charles Cayley. 

Although this cannot be ascertained, Rossetti makes “denial and longing” crucial to the sequence, as it 
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echoes “a sense of unfulfilled desire” because of the barrier between her and her lover (Balter). The 

speaker’s fluctuating feelings emerge through the shifting rhyme pattern—some of the sonnets follow a 

Petrarchan rhyme scheme, while some do not (sonnets 4, 7, 11, and 14, to be specific). An additional effect 

of the shifting rhyme scheme is that it diverts from the usual male Petrarchan rhyme scheme. Furthermore, 

the strained relationship between the speaker and her lover is clear from the first sonnet of the sequence, 

which is prefaced with a line from Dante and Petrarch, respectively. The Petrarchan line especially 

communicates the “thesis” of the poem: “Io amai sempre et amo forte ancora,” echoing Vergil’s famous 

“love conquers all” (C.G. Rossetti, Monna Innominata 1). The first sonnet begins with the speaker of the 

poem asking her lover to “Come back to [her], who wait and watch for you [her lover]... /  My hope hangs 

waning, waxing, like a moon” (C.G. Rossetti 1.1-11). Rossetti effectively communicates the anguish of the 

speaker of the poem, who impatiently waits for the return of her lover.  

 The remainder of the sonnet sequence continues from there, the second sonnet recalling when the 

lovers first met. In the third sonnet, the speaker of the poem talks about how she dreamt of her lover in a 

warm, nostalgic manner. Her dream is able to “accomplish what human memory and will cannot”: “If thus 

to sleep is sweeter than to wake. / To die were surely sweeter than to live” (Balter, C.G. Rossetti 3.13-4). 

The fourth sonnet has perhaps some of the most powerful emotions of the entire sequence, and explains 

the failed communication between the two lovers: “I lov'd you first: but afterwards your love / Outsoaring 

mine, sang such a loftier song… / I lov'd and guess'd at you, you construed me-- / And lov'd me for what 

might or might not be” (C.G. Rossetti 4.6-7). Here, the speaker of the poem explains that she loved her 

partner first, but then her partner’s love outgrew her own. Then, the speaker of the poem communicates the 

confusion of feelings between herself and her lover: she speaks about how their love for one another has 

wax and waned. Ultimately, she tires of comparing her love with his and instead decides to consider their 

love as a whole. Rossetti’s diversion from Petrarchan rhyme scheme here allows her to properly consider 

which of her characters’ loves are more powerful. Rossetti’s sonnet sequence, which concerns itself with 

matters of the heart constantly in flux, mirrors crucial Risorgimento literary themes. 

Banti writes that in Risorgimento literature: 



 
 

 

Internal divisions throw into disarray…the harmony of relationships…the most personal bonds, 
which give a community its cohesion…[can experience] These divisions…[via] the fragility of the 
human heart, hate, ambition, or arrogance;...[or by] the machinations of foreign tyrants or 
oppressors (71). 

Examples within Risorgimento canon usually occur via sexual assault: Pietro Giannone’s L’esule and 

Giovanni Berchet’s “Il rimorso” (Banti 72-3, 76). None of Rossetti’s sonnets contain direct allusion to 

Risorgimento-era literature, but her references to Dante and Petrarch are in the form of relatively 

conventional sonnets, most of which have Petrarchan rhyme schemes. Furthermore, Rossetti’s sonnet 

sequence perfectly aligns with the Risorgimento literary discussion of internal divisions between lovers. 

Given that these two poets were foundational to Italian nationalistic literature during the Risorgimento and 

that Rossetti utilized themes within canonical Risorgimento literature, her sentiments for the Risorgimento 

are more apparent.  

Christina Rossetti’s usage of Dantean and Petrarchan poetics connects to her views on the 

Risorgimento as such: some of the poems’ messages of revival is reminiscent of a hope that Italy itself will 

revive and unite. However, the most convincing evidence for Christina Rossetti’s support of the 

Risorgimento is her usage of Risorgimento themes and motifs within these works. Goblin Market and 

Monna Innominata are the best examples of this. Rossetti utilizes Dantean allegory in Goblin Market to 

communicate the assault on the sexual honour of women, to communicate foreign oppression in Italy. 

Finally, Rossetti accomplishes a similar task in Monna Innominata, a sonnet sequence mostly composed of 

Petrarchan sonnets. The strained relationship between the speaker of the sequence and her lover 

communicate the divisions within a community, threatening the Italian nationalistic cause itself. To 

summarize, Rossetti’s works include influence from Italian canonical authors that were used during the 

Risorgimento to create a national identity for the Italian people. This, in combination with the fact that 

Rossetti utilizes the themes of canonical Risorgimento literature within these poems, indicates Rossetti’s 

endorsement of the Italian nationalistic cause.



 
 

 

The Possibility of the Risorgimento within Christina Rossetti’s Poetry 

Christina Rossetti’s works contain more explicit references to the Italian nationalistic cause than 

just those to Dante and Petrarch. Some of Rossetti’s poetry has striking similarities with canonical 

Risorgimento works, and she even makes direct references to more modern canonical Italian authors such 

as Metastasio. As aforementioned in the biographical section, Rossetti considered Italy her “mother 

country,” in her poetry and letters to her family, though she only visited it once. This thesis will first 

analyze her poem “Mother Country,” because it contains the line in which the work was titled after. 

Rossetti expressed interest in more explicit historio-political events that took place in the Risorgimento, 

such as the Massacre of Perugia, and communicates her sympathy for the Italian people in their struggle 

for independence. 

“Mother Country” was written in 1868, when the Kingdom of Italy was already created; however, 

the Papal States had not been annexed to the kingdom yet. Just a year before the poem was written, 

Napoleon III defeated Garibaldi’s second expedition to Rome, temporarily demoralizing the Risorgimento 

movement. “Mother Country” is Rossetti’s reflection of her ancestors’ homeland. Rossetti’s relationship 

with Italy is a complicated one, as expressed by the opening stanza of her poem: “Oh what is that country / 

And where can it be. / Not mine own country, / But dearer far to me? / Yet mine own country” (ln 1-5). 

These five lines are a fantastic summary of Rossetti’s general feelings towards Italy; she cannot quite 

consider Italy her country because she only visited it once. However, her parents’ heritage gives her an 

Italian upbringing and general cultural background. Rossetti soon moves to language that is reminiscent of 

Risorgimento literature. 

In the second stanza of “Mother Country,” Rossetti imagines revisiting Italy in a dream state: 

“[Italy] rises, that land; / There rises before me,” then describes the beautiful landscape set out before her. 

Considering once more the historical context, Rossetti’s description of Italy literally “rising” before brings 

in mind the Risorgimento. As Banti notes, “Risorgimento” means resurgence, but notes that the Italian 

word meant “resurrection” at that time (vii). In the following stanzas, Rossetti makes out Italy to be a 

paradise: “Its green golden strand… / And the shining sand… / Do angels lean nearer / While I lie and 



 
 

 

long?” (ln 12, 14, 17-18). Meanwhile, Christina’s “true home” is the complete opposite. She explicitly 

describes England as being utterly impoverished, an implicitly patriarchal country that has effectively 

abandoned its children to their devices (Gilbert 196). After describing the melancholic cycle of life in 

England, Rossetti describes a rebirth of souls: “Life new-born with the morrow, / Fresh as the sun:” (ln 61-

2). Thus, Rossetti appears to imagine an actual resurrection or rebirth of the mother country. Sandra 

Gilbert notes that Rossetti’s poetics and their political purpose are in line with her contemporaries—

especially Elizabeth Barrett Browning. She writes that “these women imagined nothing less than the 

transformation of patria into matria and thus the risorgimento of the lost community of women” (195). 

Rossetti’s warm consideration of Italy even in its time of political upheaval—or especially because of it—

further evidences her support of the Risorgimento. However, this claim is further evidenced by Rossetti’s 

approach to historical events within the Risorgimento period. 

Rossetti’s unfinished poem “The Massacre of Perugia” recounts the 1859 Perugia uprising 

wherein the city’s inhabitants—then under the rule of the Papal States—rebelled against Pope Pius IX’s 

temporal authority. The Perugians managed to establish a provisional government, but the Pope eventually 

violently suppressed their rebellion by force. Rossetti describes her horror at the turn of events in the 

existing fragment. This is the fragment in full: 

A trumpet pealed thro' France. Then Italy 
Stirred, shook, from sea to sea. 
Then many cities broke 

 

Their lawful yoke. 
Then in an evil hour 
Perugia on her fort-crowned hill 

At just the first line, Rossetti proves her knowledge and interest of the Risorgimento; she is aware that the 

Second French Empire was allied with Piedmont and Sardinia during the Second Italian War of 

Independence. For context, this war was crucial in unifying Italy because it allowed Sardinia to annex 

Lombardy, Tuscany, and Emilia from the Holy Roman Empire (Rickard). The second line reveals her 

sympathy for the national cause; her language creates northern Italy to be a victim of Austrian occupation. 



 
 

 

Before explaining that she is talking about the massacre in Perugia, which is in central Italy, Rossetti’s 

language indicates support of the national cause. In particular, her description of the Italian cities breaking 

“their lawful yoke” achieves this goal. Rossetti also demonizes the Papal forces by calling the hour of their 

invasion “evil.” Rossetti sweeps from northern Italy to central Italy, focusing on the conflict within the 

Papal States in the final line of the poem. Her description of Perugia on a “fort-crowned hill” recalls the 

image of Italia turrita, a feminine personification of Italy used during the Risorgimento.  

 Italia turrita was modeled after the French equivalent, Marianne (Banti 9). Thus, the two share 

many similar features, but Banti describes Italia turrita in full: She is a woman with one or two breasts 

exposed, showing that she is ready to provide to her children (the citizens of Italy). She is typically 

depicted as freeing herself from symbols of slavery such as chains, sceptres, and crowns. She represented 

Italy both as a whole, and the next specific territorial entities (Banti 9). Perhaps most importantly, Italia 

turrita wears a mural crown (a crown with city walls and towers on it). This is perhaps her most defining 

feature, considering her name means “turreted Italy,” the crown has ancient Roman origins, and is 

symbolic of the walled cities of Italy. Her image reemerged during the early modern era and eventually 

resurged as the “emblem of freedom and unity in the Risorgimento” (Graziosi 13, 18, 24). Thus, Rossetti’s 

description of Perugia, along with her condemnation of the Papal invasion of Italy indicates her support of 

the Risorgimento. 

 Another poem titled “Enrica, 1865” exhibits nationalistic qualities. The poem considers the 

differences between Italy and England’s national features. Rossetti describes Enrica as a “woman in her 

natural grace,” with a “warm-hearted” nature, she “summer-like and we [the English] like snow” (ln 8, 13, 

16). At first glance, the poem does not seem to be of much political interest, and seems to be one of 

Rossetti’s few secular works, a playful insight into differing cultures. However, the final quatrain of the 

poem reveals some political associations: “But if she found us like our sea, / Of aspect colourless and chill, 

/ Rock-girt; like it she found us still / Deep at our deepest, strong and free (ln 21-24). In William Michael’s 

edited edition of his sister’s poetical works, he writes that the character of Enrica refers to an actual person 

and family friend, Signora Enrica Barile. According to William Michael, Enrica’s husband “had some 



 
 

 

pretensions as an Italian patriot” and was an adamant follower of Mazzini and Garibaldi (The Poetical 

Works 486). He claims that Enrica Barile even “delivered a extemporized harangue” to Garibaldi himself 

in 1864 (The Poetical Works 486). William Michael confirms that the poem is “eminently Italian in 

character and manner” and that it revealed Christina’s “strong Italian sympathies and affinities” (The 

Poetical Works 486). These revelations allow further insight into Rossetti’s political intentions. Rossetti’s 

positive descriptive, therefore, can be seen as a general description of Italy itself.  The meaning of the 

poem’s last line is also clarified by this historical context; England is strong and free, whereas Italy—

although congenial and beautiful—is neither. Indeed, Sandra Gilbert claims that most of Rossetti’s female 

contemporaries would have “associated with a violent uprising against the authoritarian rule of Austria and 

the patriarchal law of the pope” (197). The character of Enrica thus symbolizes a Southern Italy that 

struggled with their political liberation (Humphries 58).  

 “Enrica, 1865” is far from the only poem that illustrates Christina Rossetti’s political astuteness 

during the Risorgimento period. Another set of two poems collectively titled “The German-French 

Campaign 1870-1871” recounts the events of the Franco-Prussian War; this war was a part of German 

unification, but Garibaldi fought on the French side, switching from his original allegiance to the Prussians 

(Riall 2). Rossetti expresses her sympathy for the French side in the second poem in the set, which is titled 

“Today for Me.” The poem is a complete personification of France as a weeping woman. It begins: “She 

[France] sitteth still who used to dance. / She weepeth sore… / O fair France! (ln 1-4). Half of the 

following quatrains refer to France crying in some way; Rossetti describes France as “tearful,” and 

continuously depicts France’s oppression through images of slavery (ln 9, 22). Although Rossetti mourns 

the rampant bloodshed of the war, she does not express the same sentiments for Prussia in either poems of 

the collection. In fact, in “Today for Me,” she indirectly demonizes the Prussian forces as a violent 

oppressor by calling them the “people of the lifted lance,” and restating France’s poor condition 

throughout the poem. In effect, Rossetti’s sympathy for the French in these two poems proves her interest 

in contemporary international politics and indicates that she kept up with Garibaldi’s sentiments, tending 

to adopt them as her own.   



 
 

 

Trigger warning: The following paragraphs will discuss sexual assault, rape, and suicide.   

One of Rossetti’s earlier works from her 1862 Goblin Market and Other Poems, “In the Round 

Tower at Jhansi, June 8, 1857,” is an example of one of her poems which has themes and plotting to 

Risorgimento literature. More specifically, “Tower at Jhansi” is reminiscent of Gioachino Rossini’s 1826 

opera, L’assedio di Corinto.116 

 The premise of L’assedio di Corinto follows as such: the Corinth city governor Cléomène gives 

his daughter a dagger that he instructs her to use to commit suicide to kill herself rather than fall into the 

hands of the invading Turkish armies (Banti 72). For the purpose of context, the opera is based on the 

Turkish invasion of Corinth in 1458, led by Mahomet II. Mahomet loves Pamrya, Cléomène’s daughter, 

and wishes to marry her. Pamrya recipropcates Mahomet’s affections, but ultimately cannot “bring herself 

to betray her country,” and instead marries the Greek general Néoclès (37). In effect, her marriage to the 

Greek general seals her fate and Corinth’s. The Turkish soldiers eventually wreak havoc upon the city, 

slaughtering all its citizens. The opera ends with Cléomène and the other Corinthian women killing 

themselves in the face of Mahomet.  Banti notes the opera is yet another example of Risorgimento 

literature that uses sexual assault against women as a means of representing foreign invaders. Foreigners in 

these works often threaten to cause the “impious mixing of different blood,” but the honor of the 

community is founded on the defense of its ethnic background, its members, and general resources (Banti 

78). Cléomène thus defends both his daughter and (metaphorically) the patria from assault. Consequently, 

defending women from assault is a defense of the patria itself.  

Christina Rossetti’s poem “In the Round Tower at Jhansi, June 8, 1857” is a poetic retelling of a 

part of the Indian Mutiny (1857-1859) which took place at Jhansi, located in northern India. The poem 

expresses sympathy for the British forces that were overwhelmed by the Indian mutineers and contains an 

example of defending women from assault. Though the actual historical context on which the poem is 

based is contentious, several academics have attempted to outline it. According to F. Elizabeth Grey, 
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Indian troops at Jhansi mutinied against the British colonizers. About 60 Europeans, presumably Christian 

took refuge in a fort that was under the command of Captain Alexander Skene, British superintendent of 

the Jhansi District. Rossetti’s poetic version of the story expresses sympathy for the Christians at the tower 

and focuses specifically on Skene and his wife Margaret’s last moments. 

Rossetti opens the poem by describing the sealed fate of Skene and his wife, who are both already 

in the tower. She notes how Skene’s men are severely outnumbered, and that “Not a hope in the world 

remained: / The swarming howling wretches below” continued to gain territory in the battle (ln 2-4). The 

poem’s abrupt start and hyperbolic language reflect how Skene and his wife are experiencing 

hopelessness. The fast pace of the poem, expounded by its end-stopped lines and awkward rhythm, further 

indicates their doom. However, it is Rossetti’s description of the Indians as “swarming, howling wretches” 

that is the most important detail in the first stanza. Her derogatory language is clearly a reflection of what 

many of her fellow Victorians believed: that white British people were superior to brown Indian people. It 

also indicates the Indian soldiers’ likely intentions of raping any women in the tower. The following lines 

represent the fear that these foreigners will “taint” the British populace: “Skene looked at his pale young 

wife:-- /… Young, strong, and so full of life: / The agony struck them dumb” (ln 5-8). In particular, 

Rossetti’s description of Margaret (whom Rossetti actually doesn’t name in the poem) as pale would 

contrast with the reader’s assumption of the Indian peoples’ skin tones. It also marks Rossetti’s attempt to 

make her audience sympathize with the British, hiding in the tower; her purpose is to make the colonized 

Indian people the villain rather than the victim. Already, Rossetti’s poem shows a similarity to Rossini’s 

famous opera. The following lines, where the couple decides to commit double suicide, further evidence 

my claim. 

Rossetti repeats “close” as the first word in the next three lines in order to descibe how the couple 

embrace one another. This repetition emphasizes the love the couple has for each other, but the fast-paced 

nature of the poem quickly reveals their plans to commit double suicide. In other words, Rossetti creates 

syntactic parallels in order to emphasize their quick decision. In the following quatrain, Margaret asks her 

husband, “‘Will it hurt much?,’” making her sound child-like and thereby making her more sympathetic to 



 
 

 

the audience (ln 13). Her husband responds that he would take the pain for the both of them if he could, 

further communicating their intense love for each other. Their love is what gives them the courage to 

commit suicide, but they drag out their own deaths by repeatedly giving each other kisses (ln 17-20). Skete 

ensures that Margaret dies first; thus, he ensures the honor of his wife and his nation. Similarly, the 

Risorgimento canon often gave its male characters the responsibility of preventing unsuitable marriages 

between women and men of other nations (Banti 78). Keeping this in mind, the poem also generally 

mirrors the plot of Rossini’s opera.  

In Act I, scene I of the L’assedio di Corinto, Cléomène realizes that he does not have a sufficient 

army to defend Corinth against the Turkish invaders. In Rossetti’s poem, Skete also has a deficient army 

against the Indian mutineers. Cléomène gives his daughter a sword, not for the means of self-protection, 

but for self-destruction. Similarly, in Rossetti’s poem, Skete and Margaret use a pistol to ensure their own 

deaths. Like the characters in Rossini’s opera, the British couple would rather die than see themselves be 

taken by the Indian mutineers--and potentially be violated by them. This first scene takes place in a room 

of the senate palace at Corinth, comparable to the round tower at Jhansi—they both represent the last 

bastion of Western civilization against Eastern invaders. Effectively, Rossetti considers the endangerment 

of the British colonizers’ lineage and honour by admiring the British defense, similarly to L’assedio di 

Corinto. Therefore, Rossetti’s poem is yet another example of how her writing often reflected 

Risorgimento literary values. 

The previous section of this thesis ended with a discussion of Christina Rossetti’s Monna 

Innominata and argued that Rossetti’s presentation of strained relationships helped her communicate a 

strained community, a common literary tactic in Risorgimento literature. This is further evidenced by the 

eighth sonnet in the sequence, which uses the story of the Book of Esther to compare how the speaker 

saved her people. Similarly, Banti notes that in Risorgimento literature, women are sometimes the first 

characters to encourage men to “defend the honour of the patria” (88). There are also several examples of 

female Risorgimento literary characters that mirror strong female Biblical characters: Berchet’s Matilde 

and Judith, Verdi’s Obadella in Attila and Judith (Banti 73-4).  



 
 

 

The eighth sonnet in Rossetti’s sequence begins with a quote from Esther 4: “I, if I perish, perish.” 

The Biblical context for Rossetti’s reference is as follows: King Ahasuerus and Haman have just issued a 

decree to commit genocide against the Jews. Mordechai asks Esther to beg the king for mercy, and she 

requests him to gather all the Jews in Susa and fast on her behalf, in order to gain enough strength to 

complete the task.  

The second quatrain makes it clear she sees how Esther used her femininity and influence in order 

to save her people: “She put on pomp of loveliness, to take / Her husband…unaware; / She spread abroad 

her beauty for a snare… / She vanquish’d him by wisdom of her wit, / And built her people’s house that it 

should stand” (8.5-11). Rossetti’s usage of enjambment helps communicate the unexpected nature of 

Esther’s actions, and it takes several lines for the speaker to explain why Esther deceived her husband. 

While Rossetti and the speaker of the poem seem to appreciate Esther’s bravery, there is also some 

condemnation for her deception against the king, indicated by the two quotes that precede the poem 

(Imirizaldu 15). Ultimately, however, Rossetti supports Esther’s actions, and the speaker of the poem 

wonders what would happen if she risked her life like Esther did in the Bible: “And for my love to Love 

put up my prayer, / And for love’s sake by Love be granted it! (8.13-14). The last tercet in this volta allows 

Rossetti to create her own interpretation of the Book of Esther because in the end of the poem, the speaker 

is asking for God’s love. She praises the value of the story, fascinated by the character of Esther, just like 

Ahasuerus is. Ultimately, however, Rossetti’s interpretation of the Book of Esther allows her to contemple 

“both religious and patriotic love” (Imirizaldu 17).  

Some of Rossetti’s references to Risorgimento favourites are more explicit than others. For 

example, Rossetti wrote a love poem titled “From Metastasio.” Pietro Metastasio is a celebrated 18th-

century Italian poet and librettist, who was an important literary figure amongst Italian nationalist 

intellectuals during the Risorgimento (Abert 157). Unfortunately, little scholarly analysis of Rossetti’s 

poem exists. Furthermore, its handling of romantic love is rather straightforward and seems to avoid 

further interpretation. However, its title indicates that Rossetti adapted something from one of Metastasio’s 

works. According to William Michael’s edited collection of Christina’s poetry, his sister attempted to 



 
 

 

make a “paraphrastic translation from lyric” in Metastasio’s libretto, Clemensa di Tito (486). Metastasio 

was “the undisputed ruler of the Italian operatic stage” in his time and he refused to write in dialect, which 

is why he was favored among Risorgimento intellectuals (Abert 157, 290). He was also one of Rossetti’s 

favorite Italian writers (Packer 17). Thus, “From Metastasio” indicates appreciation for one of the most 

important Italian writers who were later used for the nationalistic cause. 

 In conclusion, Christina Rossetti’s poetry contains both explicit and implicit references to 

historical events that occurred during the Risorgimento. In these instances, Rossetti tends to write in 

sympathetic language when referring to Italy or its allies, often referring to either as oppressed women. 

Furthermore, Rossetti frequently references the themes of rebirth and resurgence in these poems, adopting 

the literal interpretation of the word “Risorgimento.” Additionally, Rossetti appears to allude to works 

within the Risorgimento literary canon. For example, her poem “From Metastasio” is an explicit reference 

to Pietro Metastasio (an important Italian poet within the Risorgimento canon). She also makes implicit 

references to this canon; several of Rossetti’s poems contain strikingly similar plots and themes to some 

Risorgimento works. Rossetti’s poetics in these works can therefore be interpreted as nationalistic, in 

support of the Risorgimento’s cause.



 
 

 

Christina Rossetti’s Italian Poetry 

Christina Rossetti wrote a collection of Italian poetry titled Il rosseggiar dell’Oriente: Canzoniere 

all’amico lontano117 in response to Charles Cayley’s The Purple of the West. Rossetti wrote the collection 

within two crucial time frames: during the late Risorgimento and during the years in which Cayley courted 

and proposed to her. Rossetti’s choice to write poetry in Italian during the Risorgimento, coupled with the 

poetry’s images of rebirth, points towards Rossetti’s sentiments of the Risorgimento itself.  

Cayley was a linguist who is best known for translating Dante’s Divine Comedy, which Dante 

Gabriel considered “the best yet accomplished” (D.G. Rossetti qtd in McGann, Charles Cayley). William 

Michael documented their relationship in his two-volume memoir, Some Reminiscences, which was 

published in 1906. He wrote that Cayley was a “close and abstracted scholar, a man of singular 

unworldliness…[belonging] to a fine type of character” that was attractive to most women (W.M. Rossetti, 

Some Reminiscences 311). Christina was no exception. The two met in 1862—the year that Garibaldi 

attempted to conquer Rome and a year after the Proclamation of the Kingdom of Italy. According to 

William Michael, Christina began to write her series of compositions in Italian verse sometime before 

1863 and finally published them in 1896. On account of Cayley being agnostic, Christina decided not to 

marry him, despite their affection. However, they did remain in close contact and Cayley’s will “appointed 

Christina to be his literary executor—chiefly in respect of his translations from Homer and Petrarch…the 

translations from Dante” (W.M. Rossetti, Some Reminiscences 314). Although Rossetti did not marry him, 

she remained close with Cayley and deeply regretted his passing. 

 The name of the collection is in itself a possible reference to the Risorgimento, as red was an 

extremely important symbolic color to the cause. More specifically, Garibaldi began a team of volunteer 

fighters called the redshirts during his involvement in the Uruguayan Civil War during the 1840s. As their 

name suggests, they wore distinct red shirts in battle. This Italian Legion at Montevideo became closely 

associated with Garibaldi himself, especially after his victory at the Battle of Sant’Antonio (“Giuseppe 

                                                           
117  The Reddening of the East: Songbook for the distant friend 



 
 

 

Garibaldi”). Most famously Garibaldi led 1,000 redshirts to Sicily in order to conquer the Kingdom of the 

Two Sicilies in an event known as the Expedition of the Thousand (Spedizione dei Mille). The 

representation of the redshirts within artwork of the period led to them being a symbol of the nation. Thus, 

the title Il resseggiar dell’Oriente, referring to Italy being East of England, could refer to the height of the 

Risorgimento movement.     

Although the poems are mostly romantic in their nature, their language and imagery do recall the 

Risorgimento as well. Her first poem in the cycle, “Amor dormente?”118 is about how she has been 

possessed with a slumbering feeling because of love taking over her heart. Although her love has 

physically gone away, it still slumbers in her heart, meaning that the love is still there emotionally. In just 

eight lines, Rossetti contemplates the different meanings of friendship, love, and lovers. Her uncertainty to 

call the recipient of the poem her lover instead of a friend is communicated through her wordplay and 

ambiguous poetry. She also uses a distinctly Italian rhyme scheme ABBCDEEC called octavilla italiana, 

and she also adopts a tetrasyllabic verse  (Vanleene 57-8). Alfred Coester notes that octavilla italiana was 

invented by the Spanish Romantic poet, Salvador Bermudez de Castro y Diez, and that the form was most 

often used to “express a more intense emotion” (qtd. in Vanleene 58-9). Bermúdez de Castro was a poet 

and diplomat who worked as an ambassador to the Kingdom of Two Sicilies during the Risorgimento; 

Francis II gifted him two dukedoms in return for his service during the Siege of Gaeta during 1860. 

Consequently, since this poem was written in 1862, a year after the Kingdom of Italy was proclaimed, it 

can be surmised that Rossetti’s allusions to European Romantic poetry are not purely coincidental. 

Additionally, the poem can be reinterpreted to represent Rossetti’s sentiments towards the Risorgimento.  

Rossetti’s love can be represented as the spirit of Italy, deep asleep. The spirit of Italy leaves her—

perhaps this represents the death of her own Italian nationalist father in 1854. Either way, the spirit of Italy 

has taken residence within her heart, and she hopes for its happiness in the afterlife. Rossetti is unsure as to 

whether or not she should embrace this spirit of Italy, but her wistful hope for its well-being does indicate 
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her genuine feelings. Perhaps, then, she is concerned with the remainder of unification. At the time she 

wrote this poem, the Kingdom of Italy had not yet annexed the Papal States. The Risorgimento 

revolutionaries and Italians who supported the national cause all knew that Rome must be the eventual 

capital. So during these years, Turin served as the first capital, but this was problematic as its location in 

northwestern Italy threatened it to potential French invasion (Bateas). Thus, Rossetti’s concern and 

residing love for Italy may be representative of current events in Italy at the time. She lets her love for Italy 

rest because it has achieved unification, but the spirit of Italy still resides in her heart. She hopes for a truly 

unified Italy. 

    For example, in her poem “Amor Si sveglia,”119 Rossetti writes: 

In nuova primavera  
Rinasce il genio antico; 
Amor t’insinua “Spera”— 
Pur io nol dico. 

 

In the new spring 
The ancient spirit is reborn; 
Love suggests to you ‘Hope’— 
Although I would not say it

(C.G. Rossetti, The Complete Poems 834)120 
 

On a surface level, Christina Rossetti is hesitant to express her love to Cayley. The “ancient spirit” 

which Rossetti refers to, from a literal standpoint, is the feeling of love. Her personification of love 

connects as a regenerative force that is present in all hearts can be compared to a nationalistic love for 

Italy. Giuseppe Garibaldi—and Giuseppe Mazzini by some measures—used their magnetic, almost 

mythical Romantic auras to gain followers and express their political ideals (Schwegman 386-7). In the 

words of Marjan Schwegman, “imagining love as a powerful motivating force in the transmission of the 

revolutionary spirit that animated the Italian Risorgimento” was instrumental to the Romantic infatuation 

that Garibaldi and Mazzini emanated in order to gain support for their cause (385). Additionally, the 

description of a new spring and the rebirth of a new spirit are reminiscent of the Risorgimento. The 

encouraging voice of Rossetti’s personified Love further indicates this comparison: 

S’ “ama” ti dice Amore, 

                                                           
119 “Love awakens?” 
120 Translated into English by the thesis author. 

S’ ei t’incoraggia, amico, 



 
 

 

Giurando “è tuo quel core”- 
Pur io nol dico. 

 

Yes, “love” Love tells you 
Yes, she encourages you, friend, 
Vowing “it is yours that heart”- 
Although I would not say it. 

 Rossetti’s usage of the word “giurando,” a gerund of the verb “giurare,” which means to swear, 

pledge, or take an oath. This could reference the oath that Italians would take upon joining nationalistic 

organizations, such as Mazzini’s Young Italy. Rossetti’s form of love is quite explicit in the oath to join 

Young Italy, wherein initiating members must pledge the following statement: “By the love-innate in all 

men-I bear to the country that gave my mother birth, and will be the home of my children” (Mazzini, 

Joseph Mazzini 71-4). However, the speaker of the poem seems too diffident to fully “pledge” their Love 

to the recipient of the poem.  

Aside from Rossetti’s personification of love, there are some other details in the poem that appear 

to be references to the Risorgimento. For example, the poem depends on the rebirth of the spring as a form 

of hope, but the poem ends with the speaker’s despair. Spring is already commonly used as a literal and 

metaphorical representation of rebirth. Moreover, as aforementioned, Risorgimento is most often 

translated as “resurgence,” but can also mean “rebirth.” Using that definition, Rossetti can appear to be 

talking about the rebirth of Italy. Rossetti referring to Italy as an “ancient spirit” follows literary 

precedence as well. For example, Shakespeare’s Roman plays consider Rome to be the “ancient capital of 

the world,” and this notion continues to the Victorians as well (Lee 311). As aforementioned, Rome was 

not yet the capital of the newly united Italy, so this rebirth of the city could be interpreted as hope for the 

annexation of the Papal States. Perhaps the speaker’s despair is representative of her despair that Rome, 

the natural capital of Italy, was not yet the capital. 

Rossetti utilizes imagery of reunion for a similar purpose. More specifically, Rossetti imagines 

reunion with beloved people in the afterlife, often using seasons to express the periods of decay and rebirth 

in her relationships. Most of these poems end positively, coming to a realization that while her 

relationships had difficulties, they are ultimately positive. Rossetti’s unclear Italian grammar often allows 

for multiple interpretations, which reflects the uncertainty in her own relationships. Banti writes that the 



 
 

 

Italian community “strengthened its fundamental identity under the aegis of Christian beliefs and papal 

guidance (57). As aforementioned, in Risorgimento literature, the internal and external strains between 

members of a community, especially romantic ones, often indicated the strain of the national community 

as a whole. As a devout Anglican (raised amongst Catholics), Rossetti would not have united any 

community under papal guidance. However, all of her uncertainties are ultimately solved by her faith, 

reflecting a tactic in which Risorgimento intellectuals such as Gioberti repeatedly stated the importance of 

in creating the national and political resurgence of Italy (Banti 57). 

 Christina Rossetti’s poems written in Italian reveal Risorgimento imagery, especially images of 

death and rebirth. The title of her collection even seems to be a reference to the Risorgimento. Rossetti 

decided to write these poems in Italian because Cayley translated Italian poetry into English verse. She 

also kept these poems private, not wanting to release personal information about her relationship. 

However, Rossetti’s decision to write in Italian and embody her attachment to her “Italian blood” during 

the Risorgimento points to possible political sympathies with the Italian struggle for independence and 

unification.



 
 

 

Conclusion: 

Christina Georgina Rossetti was born to two parents with ties to the Italian nationalistic cause. Her 

father, a staunch Italian nationalist expatriate, certainly instilled an appreciation for the canonical poets 

within all of his children. The Rossetti children especially had an interest in Dante Alighieri, but Christina 

aligned herself most with the medieval Italian poet (Arseneau 28). Her poetry also shows clear Petrarchan 

influence, and she expresses her profound knowledge of this canon throughout her works. These authors 

were all “resurrected” during the Risorgimento to create a sense of national unity and shared culture 

between Italians, who, at the time, tended to identify themselves more with their locality rather than the 

Italian peninsula. Additionally, the message of revival within some of the poems is reminiscent of the hope 

that Italy will also revive and unite. The way in which Rossetti utilizes the poetics of these medieval poets 

often communicates foreign oppression in Italy. For example, Rossetti adopts Dantean allegory in Goblin 

Market to communicate the assault on the sexual honour of women, which thereby communicates foreign 

oppression. The strained relationships within these poems also communicate the divisions within a 

community, threatening the Italian nationalistic cause itself, a Risorgimento literary tactic. Therefore, 

Rossetti seems to endorse the Italian nationalistic cause.  

 Despite her brother William Michael calling her apolitical, Christina Rossetti demonstrates 

knowledge of political events which occurred during the Risorgimento. For example, her poem “The 

Massacre of Perugia,” recounts an event from the Second Italian War of Independence, which was ongoing 

when Rossetti wrote the poem. Rossetti makes clear indication that she sympathizes with the Italian side of 

the war by demonizing Italy’s foreign oppressors. Her poems “Enrica, 1865” and “The German-French 

Campaign 1870-1871” also indicate her knowledge of ongoing events. “Enrica, 1865” is about a family 

friend of the Rossetti’s that was an Italian nationalist; Rossetti’s admiration of her indicates further 

sympathies. In “The German-French Campaign,” Rossetti overtly sympathizes with the French side of the 

war—which Italian revolutionaries such as Garibaldi also supported. Thus, Christina Rossetti’s poetry 

contains both explicit and implicit references to historical events that occurred during the Risorgimento. 



 
 

 

Rossetti frequently references the themes of rebirth. Furthermore, some of Rossetti’s works have striking 

similarities to some Risorgimento literature. This evidence further supports my claim.  

 Finally, Rossetti wrote poems in Italian to Charles Cayley, a translator of Italian literature. Rossetti 

kept these poems private and her brother William Michael reveals that they were even hidden in the 

“jealous seclusion of her writing-desk” (The Poetical Works 493). However, Rossetti’s decision to write in 

Italian becomes more interesting when you consider the language in which she writes—these poems often 

consider the themes of rebirth in terms of an “ancient spirit.”  

In short, scholars must consider looking at Rossetti through a new perspective. In other words, 

academia needs to begin looking at Christina Georgina Rossetti through other lenses besides the devout, 

the proto-feminist, and the repressed sexual—she was so much more than that. Perhaps it cannot be argued 

that she explicitly supported the Risorgimento, but many of the poems in this thesis are understudied, as 

evidenced by my need to create original analyses. In general, Rossetti’s interest in the contemporary 

politics of her time tends to be ignored. However, Rossetti’s familial ties to the Italian nationalistic cause, 

her usage of canonical Italian and Risorgimento authors and works, and her attachment to her Italian 

identity cannot be pushed aside to create a portrait of a meek Victorian woman because she was an 

abundantly nuanced person. Rossetti was aware of the Italian national cause, and her poetry demonstrates 

this, through both explicit and implicit means. We cannot dismiss this side of Rossetti because it essential 

to who she was as a person and a writer. The way we currently look at Rossetti—as either a devout 

Anglican who wrote devotionals or a spirited woman who was a subtle protofeminist—fails to capture 

who Rossetti was: an Anglo-Italian in every sense of the word. This outdated, narrow interpretation of 

Christina Georgina Rossetti is an antique spirit that deserves a much-needed Risorgimento.
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ABSTRACT 

 

Amphibians are important members of wetland ecosystems, acting as both predator and prey in 

these ecosystems. They also serve as sentinels of environmental health, as they are sensitive to a wide 

array of ecosystem changes. This sensitivity makes them excellent early warning indicators of chemical 

pollutants such as fertilizers, the most common pollutant in aquatic ecosystems. In this study larval Hyla 

chrysoscelis, (Cope’s gray treefrogs), were exposed to five different concentrations of ammonium nitrate 

in two different experiments. After a week of exposure to the fertilizer, their responses to both physical 

and chemical predation cues were tested over five days. The results indicated that, for the most part, the 

concentration of ammonium nitrate did not affect their responses to the two predation cues provided. The 

was, however, a significant difference in the distance traveled after the physical stimulus in experiment 2 

between the 0 mg and 100 mg concentrations (F3,56=2.996; p<0.05). While not conclusive, my results 

indicates that ammonium nitrate can have a negative effect on the interspecies interactions of amphibians 

inhabiting wetland areas exposed to the pollutant. The use of ammonium nitrate fertilizers in areas where 

runoff flows into freshwater wetlands should be closely monitored until a definitive answer can be given.    
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INTRODUCTION 

Nitrogen fertilizers are the most common chemical pollutant in aquatic ecosystems and are 

primarily used around the world to stimulate crop growth (Nebeker et al. 2000, Oritz et al. 2004, 

Rukhsana et al. 2016). Many common nitrogen fertilizers contain ammonium, like ammonium nitrate, 

ammonium chloride, and ammonium sulfate. Ammonium nitrate is soluble in water and dissolves into the 

component parts of ammonium ions and nitrate ions.   

Researchers have found that contaminants such as ammonium negatively affect the health of 

amphibian embryos and larvae due to their heightened sensitivity compared to adults (Nebeker et al. 

2000, García-Muñoz et al. 2011, De Wijer et al. 2003, Bibi et al. 2016, Ortiz et al. 2004). Ammonium is 

harmful to embryonic and larval amphibians primarily because the permeability of their epithelium allows 

the migration of harmful chemicals into their bodies. Other research indicates that exposure to ammonium 

for these amphibians causes delayed growth, confusion, growth abnormalities, behavior abnormalities, 

and death at higher concentrations (Ortiz et al. 2004, Nebeker et al. 2000, Bibi et al. 2016, García-Muñoz 

et al. 2011, Naamane et al. 2020). This research illustrates that ammonium fertilizers are detrimental to 

the health and development of amphibian embryos and larvae, but less research has considered how other 

ecological factors interact with ammonium to affect tadpole embryonic development and larval behavior. 

Even though research has shown that these chemicals can negatively affect amphibian and fish 

populations, the use of ammonium fertilizers continues to increase in the United States (Nebeker et al. 

2000, Ortiz et al. 2004). 

 Amphibians are important members of aquatic communities where they reside as larvae 

(De Wijer et al. 2003). Amphibians serve as a conduit for the movement of biomass and nutrients to upper 

trophic levels as they are both predators and prey in most ecosystems (Wellborn 1996). Mutualism, 

commensalism, herbivory, and competition influence the life history, morphology, and physiology of 

other species in the ecosystem (Kishida et al. 2006).  Predators and their water-borne chemical cues 

also affect the growth and development of amphibian larvae (Ruehl et. al. 2018, Relyea 2002, Peacor & 



 
 

 

Werner 2000). The non-lethal effects of predators often combine with chemical pollutants to negatively 

affect amphibian survivorship (Relyea 2005). For example, some species of tadpoles will go through 

metamorphosis early in the presence of an active hunter, while they may develop late in the presence of a 

sit-and-wait predator (Davenport et al. 2014). These are known as the non-consumptive effects of a 

predator. However, few studies have considered the sublethal effects of ammonium nitrate on tadpole 

behavior. 

Amphibians are also sentinels of environmental health. They are sensitive to a wide array of 

changes in the environment, ranging from newly introduced species to ultraviolet radiation and pollution. 

Amphibians are particularly sensitive to environmental change because their skin is permeable to many 

gases and chemicals (Nebeker et al. 2000, García-Muñoz et al. 2011, De Wijer et al. 2003, Bibi et al. 

2016, Ortiz et al. 2004). During aquatic life stages, amphibians can suffer from a variety of pathogens that 

chemical pollutants can exacerbate (Rohr et al. 2014). 

 The primary focus of this study was to determine how prolonged exposure to ammonium nitrate 

soon after hatching affected the responses of Hyla chrysoscelis to a standardized stimulus that simulates a 

predator attack. I predicted that ammonium fertilizer would cause tadpoles to have slower response times 

when exposed to both predation-simulating stimulus and water-borne predation cues. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Experimental Design – Experiment 1 

 I collected (>240) larval Cope’s gray treefrogs (Hyla chrysoscelis) between the ages of one and a 

half weeks and three weeks from artificial ponds (mesocosms) that were filled with well water and left 

uncovered to allow amphibians to naturally colonize. Artificial ponds were located at the Lynnhaven 

nature preserve, Harris County, Georgia. A crayfish, collected from a wetland at Oxbow Meadows 



 
 

 

Environmental Learning Center, Columbus, Georgia, was maintained on H. chrysoscelis in an aquarium 

with two liters of water to create water-borne chemical cues.  

For the experiment, tadpoles and crayfish were brought to a temperature and light controlled 

aquarium room at CSU where they were divided into twenty-four Tupperware containers with ten 

tadpoles in each (240 tadpoles total). Each container held 1 L of aged tap water. Fifty-percent water 

changes occurred every day and tadpoles were fed spirulina flakes daily.  

Tadpoles acclimated for three days before receiving a complete water change that included their 

dose of ammonium nitrate-contaminated water, so that each container had a specific amount of 

ammonium nitrate dissolved in the water. The concentrations of ammonium nitrate were 0 mg/L, 25 

mg/L, 50 mg/L, and 100 mg/L. Each concentration was replicated six times, for a total of 24 containers. 

Water changes during the experiment were done by adding water with the concentration of ammonium 

nitrate for each treatment so that the treatment concentrations were maintained throughout the study. 

Tadpoles remained at these concentrations for seven days, the water was changed and then performance 

trials began immediately. Data analysis from the first experiment revealed a trend in reduced activity with 

increasing concentrations but no conclusive results. Therefore, I conducted a second experiment. 

Experimental Design – Experiment 2 

 I collected another set of larval Cope’s gray treefrogs (Hyla chrysoscelis) of the same age from 

the mesocosms at Lynnhaven and used the same crayfish from the first study to produce predator cues for 

the second experiment. 

Tadpoles were brought to a temperature and light controlled aquarium room at CSU where they 

were divided into twelve Tupperware containers with ten tadpoles in each (120 tadpoles total). Each 

container held 1 liter of aged tap water. Fifty-percent water changes occurred every day and tadpoles were 

fed spirulina flakes daily.  



 
 

 

 Tadpoles acclimated for three days before receiving a complete water change that included their 

dose of ammonium nitrate-contaminated water, so that each container had a specific amount of 

ammonium nitrate dissolved in the water. The concentrations of ammonium nitrate were 0 mg/L, 50 

mg/L, 100 mg/L, and 200 mg/L. Each concentration was replicated three times, for a total of 12 

containers. Water changes during the experiment were done by adding water with the concentration of 

ammonium nitrate for each treatment so that the treatment concentrations were maintained throughout the 

study. Tadpoles remained at these concentrations for seven days, the water was changed and then 

performance trials began immediately. 

 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

 For both sets of experiments two tadpoles were randomly selected from one container and were 

moved into a long gutter filled with aged tap water in the aquarium room, with measurements marked in 

centimeters along the side. The tadpoles were allowed two minutes to acclimate to the new container.  

Once acclimated, a physical stimulus was applied to the base of the tail with a bent probe needle. 

The number of stimuli needed to achieve displacement, distance traveled after displacement, and 

movement type was recorded. Movement types were recorded as 1 – movement in a straight line, 2 – 

movement in a zig-zag formation, or 3 – movement in a circular formation. Tadpoles were allowed two 

minutes to reacclimate to the tank before adding five drops of crayfish ‘cue water’ from the crayfish 

container five cm away from the tadpoles. Time to movement, distance traveled after displacement, and 

movement type was recorded. The tadpoles were then returned to their original container and two more 

tadpoles were selected from a new container. 

 The responses of the two tadpoles tested at the same time were averaged before analysis. Data 

were log transformed to meet assumptions of normality. Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was used to test 

for differences in nitrate concentration for each response variable. 



 
 

 

RESULTS 

In the first experiment, ammonium nitrate concentration did not have an effect on the number of 

physical stimuli needed to produce movement (F3, 116=0.793; P=0.500), the distance traveled after 

displacement (F3, 116=1.047; P=0.375), the type of movement after physical stimulus (F3, 116=0.981; 

P=0.404), the time it took to respond to cue water (F3, 116=0.043; P=0.998), the distance traveled after cue 

water response (F3, 116=0.543; P=0.654), or the type of movement in response to cue water (F3, 116=0.448; 

P=0.720). 

 In the second experiment, the ammonium nitrate concentration did not have a significant effect on 

the number of physical stimuli needed to achieve displacement (F3, 56=1.12; P=0.356), the type of 

movement after the physical stimulus (F3, 56=0.942; P=0.426), the time it took to respond to water borne 

chemical cues (F3, 56=0.022; P=0.996), the distance traveled after cue water response (F3, 56=0.057; 

P=0.982), or the movement type of this response (F3, 56=0.147; P=0.931). However, the nitrate 

concentration did have an effect of the distance traveled after the physical stimulus (F3, 56=2.996; P<0.05) 

The 100 mg/L concentration average distance traveled (15.733 cm) was 33.5% shorter than the 0 mg/L 

concentration (23.667 cm). (Tukey, P<0.05, Fig 1.).  

  



 
 

 

DISCUSSION 

Ammonium nitrate is used all over the world to improve crop yield, but much of the fertilizer 

runs off into adjacent waterbodies, stimulating primary productivity there and affecting aquatic 

communities. Research has demonstrated that exposure to nitrogenous fertilizer negatively affects the 

survivorship, predation responses, and general well-being of larval amphibians (García-Muñoz et al. 

2011, Ruhksana et al. 2016). Based on this research, I predicted that tadpole response times to stimuli 

would increase with increasing concentrations of ammonium nitrate. I did not find strong support for this 

prediction.  

The experimental data gathered over the course of the experiment indicated that, contrary to the 

hypothesis, the concentration of ammonium nitrate did not have a significant effect on the measured 

predation responses of larval Hyla chrysoscelis. The only instance in which there was a significant 

difference between treatments was between concentrations 1 (0 mg/L) and 4 (100 mg/L), when 

comparing the post-prod distance in experiment two. Given that this was not the case during experiment 

one when comparing the same concentrations, or in experiment two when comparing concentrations 1 (0 

mg/L) and 5 (200 mg/L), it is currently unclear why this comparison was significant. There are some 

differences between previous studies and my own, which may be the reason why my results do not align 

with earlier research. 

Ammonium nitrate has led to increasing mortality rates with increasing concentration levels 

suggesting that exposure to the chemical negatively affects tadpole health (Ruhksana et al. 2016). 

However, this study only focused on tadpole mortality and didn’t measure predation response variables. 

This study also used a much wider range of ammonium nitrate concentrations, ranging from 62.5 mg/L to 

1000 mg/L, and a much longer exposure time of 18 days. These differences indicate that increased 

concentrations of ammonium nitrate or a longer exposure time may have produced stronger responses in 

our tadpoles, which could provide more valuable data for analysis. However, another study with similar 



 
 

 

levels of ammonium nitrate to my study found reduced tadpole response behavior to physical stimuli 

(García-Muñoz et al. 2011).  

This study focused on the same physical predation response variables as my study and used a 

smaller range of concentrations (0 mg/L to 90 mg/L) for 96 hours over four days. They reported that these 

concentrations negatively affected the tadpole’s response behavior to a physical predation stimulus. It 

took a higher number of physical stimuli to achieve displacement, the escape distance was shorter, and 

they had altered movement types, even at the lower concentrations. Tadpoles in this study showed 

diminished responses to the predation stimulus, indicating that I should have found a similar level of 

response. It’s possible this is due to the difference in species, as they used three species of Iberian larval 

amphibians: Bufo bufo, Epidalea calamita, and Pelodytes ibericus. 

One explanation for the small response to the stimuli in my study is that the population of Hyla 

chrysoscelis used in the study developed a resistance to aqueous ammonium nitrate pollutants. Past 

research has shown that frog species have evolved a resistance to agrochemicals (Cothran et al. 2013). 

However, the frogs in this study only developed a resistance to some types of agrochemicals that they 

were exposed to. In this study the species Lithobates sylvaticus (Wood frogs) were exposed to the 

insecticide chlorpyrifos and the herbicide Roundup. They found that populations closer to agricultural 

sites have developed a resistance to the insecticide, but not the herbicide. While this remains to be tested, 

Hyla chrysoscelis in the region may have developed a resistance to ammonium nitrate pollutants. 

Ammonium nitrate did not have a large effect on tadpole behavior in this study. Perhaps the 

tadpoles did not receive a large enough exposure time to experience the negative effects of the pollutant. 

Future studies should consider the length of exposure as well as variation in responses among populations 

of the same species of tadpole. 

 

 



 
 

 

DATA TABLES 

Experiment 1 Data Tables 

ANOVA – Exp 1 Average Number of Prods 

Cases  Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

Concentration   6.073   3   2.024   0.793   0.500   

Residuals   296.075   116   2.552         
 
Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  

Figure 1: ANOVA results for the average number of prods to 

    achieve displacement based on concentration. 

 

Figure 2: Bar graphs comparing the average distances 

 traveled and standard deviation after the physical  

stimuli for each concentration in experiment 1. 

 

ANOVA – Exp 1 Log Transformed Post Prod Distance 

Cases  Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

Concentration   0.181   3   0.060   1.047   0.375   

Residuals   6.683   116   0.058         
 
Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  

Figure 3: ANOVA results for the log-transformed post-prod 

    distance traveled based on concentration. 
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Descriptive Statistics  

 Post prod distance 

   1  2  3  4  

Valid   30   30   30   30   

Missing   0   0   0   0   

Mean   15.083   15.350   17.833   14.067   

Std. Deviation   6.794   9.377   8.023   6.396   

Minimum   3.500   3.000   3.000   4.000   

Maximum   28.500   47.000   34.000   28.500   
 
Figure 4: Mean, standard deviation, minimum and maximum for 
 the un-transformed movement data. 

 

ANOVA – Exp 1 Post Prod Movement Type  

Cases  Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

Concentration   0.225   3   0.075   0.981   0.404   

Residuals   8.867   116   0.076         
 
Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  

Figure 5: ANOVA results for the type of movement after being 

    prodded, based on concentration. 

 

ANOVA – Exp 1 Cue water Response Time  

Cases  Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

Concentration   11.923   3   3.974   0.043   0.988   

Residuals   10696.025   116   92.207         
 
Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  

Figure 6: ANOVA results for the time it took for tadpoles to 

    respond to cue water, based on concentration. 

 



 
 

 

ANOVA – Exp 1 Log Transformed Cue Water Distance  

Cases  Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

Concentration   0.352   3   0.117   0.543   0.654   

Residuals   25.099   116   0.216         
 
Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  

Figure 7: ANOVA results for the distance traveled after  

    responding to cue water, based on concentration. 

 

ANOVA – Exp 1 Cue Water Movement type  

Cases  Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

Concentration   0.292   3   0.097   0.448   0.720   

Residuals   25.200   116   0.217         
 
Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  

Figure 8: ANOVA results for type of movement after  

    responding to cue water, based on concentration. 

  



 
 

 

Experiment 2 Data Tables 

 

ANOVA – Exp 2 Average Number of Prods  

Cases  Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

Concentration   0.283   3   0.094   1.102   0.356   

Residuals   4.800   56   0.086         
 
Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  

Figure 9: ANOVA results for the average number of prods to 

    achieve displacement based on concentration. 

 

ANOVA – Exp 2 Log Transformed Post prod distance  

Cases  Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

Concentration   0.224   3   0.075   2.996   0.038   

Residuals   1.393   56   0.025         
 
Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  

Figure 10: ANOVA results for the log-transformed post-prod 

    distance traveled based on concentration. 

 

Figure 11: Bar graphs comparing the average distances 

 traveled and standard deviation after the physical  

stimuli for each concentration in experiment 2. 
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Post Hoc Comparisons – Exp 2 Prod Distance w/ Concentration  

  Mean Difference  SE  t  p tukey  

1   3   0.069   0.058   1.206   0.626   

    4   0.171   0.058   2.968   0.022   

    5   0.093   0.058   1.619   0.376   

3   4   0.101   0.058   1.762   0.302   

    5   0.024   0.058   0.413   0.976   

4   5   -0.078   0.058   -1.349   0.536   
 
Note.  P-value adjusted for comparing a family of 4  

Figure 12: Post Hoc comparisons of log-transformed 

    distance traveled based on concentration. 

Descriptive Statistics  

 Post Prod Distance cm  

   1  3  4  5  

Valid   15   15   15   15   

Missing   0   0   0   0   

Mean   23.667   21.867   15.733   19.000   

Std. Deviation   7.699   13.408   3.854   5.503   

Minimum   13.000   9.500   8.500   10.500   

Maximum   40.500   59.500   21.000   26.500   
 
Figure 13: Mean, standard deviation, minimum and 
maximum for the un-transformed movement data. 

 

ANOVA – Exp 2 Post Prod Movement Type  

Cases  Sum of 
Squares  df  Mean 

Square  F  p  

Concentration   0.613   3   0.204   0.942   0.426   

Residuals   12.133   56   0.217         
 



 
 

 

Descriptive Statistics  

 Post Prod Distance cm  

   1  3  4  5  

Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  

Figure 14: ANOVA results for the type of movement after being 

    prodded, based on concentration. 

 

ANOVA – Exp 2 Cue Water Response Time 

Cases  Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

Concentration   5.346   3   1.782   0.022   0.995   

Residuals   4447.900   56   79.427         
 
Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  

Figure 15: ANOVA results for the time it took for tadpoles to 

    respond to cue water, based on concentration. 

 

ANOVA – Exp 2 Cue Water Distance  

Cases  Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

Concentration   3.433   3   1.144   0.057   0.982   

Residuals   1133.300   56   20.238         
 
Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  

Figure 16: ANOVA results for the distance traveled after  

    responding to cue water, based on concentration. 

 

ANOVA – Exp 2 Cue Water Movement Type  

Cases  Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

Concentration   0.083   3   0.028   0.147   0.931   

Residuals   10.600   56   0.189         
 
Note.  Type III Sum of Squares  



 
 

 

Figure 17: ANOVA results for type of movement after  

    responding to cue water, based on concentration. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

For the past eighty years, antibiotics have been a frontline defense against many common bacterial 

infections.  However, due to the rise in multi-drug resistant bacterial strains, the efficacy of antibiotics is 

rapidly decreasing. Considering this issue, the search for therapeutic options for bacterial infections is 

increasing in importance. With plants being a potential source of antimicrobial benefit, researchers across 

the world have been investigating the antimicrobial activity of medicinal plants, specifically those used in 

traditional or alternative healthcare. In this study, we investigated the antibacterial potential of extracts of 

Thespesia populnea, a rapid growing evergreen shrub found in tropical areas in South Asia, Africa, and 

the Pacific Islands, on Acinetobacter baumannii, an opportunistic bacterial pathogen known for causing 

nosocomial infections. T. populnea is known for exhibiting antimicrobial properties due to the presence 

of several phytochemicals, such as flavonoids and tannins, in various extracts of the leaves. Various 

botanical extracts using different solvents were analyzed for select phytochemicals and tested on multi-

drug resistant (MDR) and non-multi-drug resistant (non-MDR) human wound isolates of A. baumannii by 

measuring minimum inhibitory and bactericidal concentrations. This study found that T. populnea 

extracts inhibited bacterial growth across isolates with distilled water and methanol extracts showing 

minimum inhibitor concentrations at several extract concentrations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The use and abuse of antibiotics since the discovery and development of penicillin in the 1940s 

has contributed to the survival of infectious diseases. This has caused a rise in multi-drug resistant 

bacterial strains, making the efficacy of antibiotics rapidly decrease as the years go by. Considering this 

issue, the search for therapeutic options for bacterial infections is rising in importance. With plants being 

used in alternative and traditional healthcare, and being a potential source of antimicrobial benefit, 

researchers across the world have begun investigating the antimicrobial activity of medicinal plants. This 

antimicrobial activity is due in part to the presence of many bioactive compounds such as flavonoids, 

tannins, glycosides, and more, that have been seen to combat illness and disease in past studies (Khare et 

al., 2021). Considering plants have been used in traditional medicinal practices for centuries, the 

possibility of botanicals being used against prominent pathogens and antibiotic resistance is intriguing. 

Plants have been used in traditional or “bush” medicine for generations upon generations due to 

their constant ability to fight illness and disease for those in third world countries unable to access modern 

healthcare. This ability has been attributed to the presence of various phytochemicals in different parts of 

the plant (Gupta et al., 2017). Plants primarily use phytochemicals as a method of defense against 

predators, and we as humans have found ways to use phytochemicals for our benefit. Common 

phytochemicals that exhibit antimicrobial properties are flavonoids, tannins, saponins, alkaloids, 

glycosides, carbohydrates, and phenols (Anand et al., 2020).  

Thespesia populnea, commonly known as the Indian Tulip tree or Portia tree, is a rapid growing 

evergreen shrub that can be found throughout tropical areas, specifically in South Asia, Africa, and the 

Pacific Islands (Chandran et al., 2017). T. populnea is known to have a wide spectrum of antimicrobial 

activity due to the presence of chemicals such as flavonoids and tannins in various extracts of the leaves, 

roots, and woody tissues (Mohini et al., 2013). T. populnea has been widely used in traditional medicine 

for the treatment of a variety of diseases and conditions, from scabies to Alzheimer’s. All parts of the tree 

have been used in traditional medicine. The bark, leaves, flowers, and fruits are commonly used in 



 
 

 

treatment of skin infections - including psoriasis, eczema, scabies, fungal infections such as ringworm, 

and parasitic infections such as guinea worm (Warrier, 2010 and Suvarna et al., 2018). 

Acinetobacter baumannii is an encapsulated, gram-negative opportunistic pathogen responsible 

for many nosocomial infections (Spencer et al., 2018). These infections, such as pneumonia, urinary tract 

infections, and wound infections, typically occur in those who are severely immunocompromised or in 

intensive care units (King et al., 2009). A. baumannii is known to exhibit severe antibiotic resistance and 

is known as a prominent pathogen in nosocomial infections due to its ability to survive and persist within 

the environment for long periods of time (King et al., 2013). 

The increasing antibiotic resistance in A. baumannii and other prominent pathogens warrants the 

search for treatment options outside of antibiotics. In this experiment, T. populnea extracts were screened 

for phytochemicals and tested on A. baumannii cultures for minimum inhibitory concentrations and 

minimum bactericidal concentrations. To do this, extracts were made using four different solvents: 

distilled water, ethanol, methanol, and acetone. Each solvent extracts different phytochemicals from 

tissues due to the polarity of both the solvent and the desired chemical, so different solvents were used to 

compare differences in chemical composition across extracts (Borges et al., 2020). The extracts were 

screened for phytochemicals such as flavonoids, glycosides, tannins, alkaloids, phenolics, saponins and 

carbohydrates. The extracts were then be tested in a serial dilution to determine the minimum inhibitory 

concentrations and cultured on plates to look for visible growth and the minimum bactericidal 

concentrations. It was hypothesized that the extracts would affect the growth of A. baumannii, with the 

hope that the phytochemicals in the extracts would have bactericidal effects.  

  



 
 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Specimen Collection: Approximately 1,064 Thespesia populnea leaves weighing at 1.7 grams each were 

collected from the tree in the Kampong Botanical Garden in Miami, Florida. The species was identified 

by Senior Horticulturist Benoit Jonckheere. 

Extract Preparation: The leaves were washed with distilled water, spun in a salad spinner (Petunia) to 

remove excess water, and dried in a plant press and oven for 48 hours. Once dried, the leaves were ground 

into a fine powder using a mortar and pestle. A solid-liquid extraction method was used by placing fifty 

grams of ground leaves in five hundred milliliters of each solvent (distilled water, ethanol, methanol, and 

acetone). Once thoroughly mixed, the extracts were placed in a shaking incubator at room temperature 

(25 °C) for 24 hours. After the 24 hours, the extracts were filtered into fifty milliliter tubes using a 

Buchner funnel and number 3 Whatman filter paper (Larson et al., 2016). The extracts were placed into a 

refrigerator for storage. Considering ethanol, methanol and acetone can damage bacteria, those solvents 

were evaporated off using a rotary evaporator and dissolved in a small amount of DMSO (45 mL of 

acetone extract = 4.0 mL DMSO; 47.5 mL methanol extract = 5.0 mL DMSO; 47.5 mL ethanol extract = 

4.5 mL DMSO). To keep the DMSO at 1% or less of the extract used in antibacterial assays, the dilution 

formula (C1V1 = C2V2) was used to determine the amount of each extract needed to make fifty milliliters 

of solution with the rest being Muller Hinton broth.  

Bacterial Isolate Selection: Six bacterial isolates of Acinetobacter baumannii were selected, including 

three multidrug resistant isolates (SF16, SF27, and SF40) and three non-multidrug resistant isolates (SF9, 

SF28, SF16). All isolates were originally collected from St. Francis Hospital in Columbus, Georgia. 

Bacterial Culture Preparation: Bacterial cultures (Acinetobacter baumannii SF40, SF16, SF27, SF28, 

SF9, and SF34) were streaked from freezer stocks on MacConkey agar and incubated at 37 °C for 24 

hours. Once the 24-hour period was over, the plates were streaked again in a quadrant streak for a pure 

culture and incubated for 24 hours. Once the pure culture was obtained, that specimen was used for the 

first liquid culture and trial 1. The liquid culture was created by placing 3 milliliters of Mueller Hinton 

broth in six test tubes and inoculating each with an isolate. These liquid cultures were grown for 3-4 hours 



 
 

 

in a shaking incubator at 37 °C and then measured in a spectrophotometer for a desired OD600 of 0.2-0.3. 

After each minimum inhibitory concentration trial except the last, plates were streaked again and grown 

for 24 hours in an incubator at 37 °C for fresh cultures and fresh liquid cultures were also made. 

Minimum Inhibitory Concentration Assays: Minimum inhibitory concentrations were done by using 96-

well microtiter plates, Mueller-Hinton Broth, extract solutions and the liquid cultures of A. baumannii 

(Begashaw et al., 2017). 100 µL of Mueller Hinton broth was placed into six rows of eight wells on 

twelve plates. Once that was complete, 100 µL of extract were placed into the first well of each row and 

serially diluted by mixing into the first well, removing 100 µL, mixing that into the next well, and so on 

until the 7th well, where the 100 µL were discarded, and the 8th well was used as a control without 

treatment (Ohikhenaet et al., 2017). For each type of extract, 3 plates were used, with two isolates on each 

plate. Three rows of eight wells were used for each isolate so that the dilution was done in triplicate 

within each trial. On one plate for each extract, a control dilution was done so that the color and turbidity 

of the extracts could be taken into consideration. Single-well controls for Mueller Hinton broth with only 

bacteria and DMSO with only bacteria were also included on one plate of each extract type (Eloff, 1998). 

These plates were incubated for 24 hours at 37 °C and read at OD600 once removed from the incubator. 

The receipts from the absorbance microplate reader were kept in the laboratory notebook for further 

analysis. This process was repeated four times to have results in triplicate. 

Minimum Inhibitory Concentration Assay Analysis: To analyze the minimum inhibitory concentration 

assay results from the microplate reader, the readings from the control color dilution were subtracted from 

the spectrophotometer readings to see the amount of growth over the 24-hour incubation period. We then 

searched for a minimum inhibitory concentration by looking at each row and finding the concentration 

with an absorbance value either directly above or directly under zero.  

Minimum Bactericidal Concentration Assay: Once the minimum inhibitory concentration was found, 

100 µL from two wells below, two wells above, and the well of the minimum inhibitory concentration 

were plated on a Mueller Hinton agar plate. This was done for each separate row, extract, and bacterial 

isolate in each trial. The bacterial cultures on the plates were allowed to dry and were then incubated at 37 



 
 

 

°C for 24 hours. After the 24 hours, they were removed and observed for bacterial growth. A minimum 

bactericidal concentration was determined by observing no bacterial growth at a certain extract 

concentration.  

Phytochemical Screening: The extracts were screened for specific phytochemicals using various tests as 

described below. 

Alkaloids: 1 mL of Dragendorff’s reagent was added to 2 mL of the treatment solution along the 

side of the test tube. The formation of orange or orange reddish precipitate indicated the presence 

of alkaloids (Parthasarathy et al., 2016). 

Tannins: A few drops of a 5% ferric chloride solution were added to 2 mL of the treatment 

solution. The formation of a blue color indicates the presence of flavonoids (Muthukumar et al., 

2018). 

Flavonoids: A few drops of dilute sodium hydroxide were added to 2 mL of treatment solution. A 

yellow color change is indicative of flavonoids. 

Phenolics: The treatment solution was treated with 3-4 drops of ferric chloride and the formation 

of a blueish-black color indicates the presence of phenols. 

Glycosides: A few drops of dilute sodium hydroxide were added to 2 mL of treatment solution. A 

yellow color change is indicative of flavonoids (Rao et al., 2018). 

Saponins: 5 mL of the treatment solution was shaken for 5 minutes. Formation of a stable foam 

was indicative of saponins. 

Carbohydrates: 2 mL of the treatment solution was added to 1 mL of Benedict’s reagent and 

gently heated for 4 minutes. The appearance of a brick red precipitate indicates the presence of 

reducing sugars (Saravankumar et al., 2009). 

  



 
 

 

RESULTS 

The following results are regarding all extract types on each isolate, with the bottom axis 

representing the botanical treatment concentration and the left axis representing the turbidity when read at 

OD600.  

 

Figure 1. Graph regarding the effects of different T. 

populnea extracts on SF9, a non-MDR isolate. Values at or 

below 0 were considered MIC values. 

 

Figure 2. Graph regarding the effects of different T. 

populnea extracts on SF34, a non-MDR isolate. Values at or 

below 0 were considered MIC values. 

 



 
 

 

 

Figure 3. Graph regarding the effects of different T. 

populnea extracts on SF28, a non-MDR isolate. Values at or 

below 0 were considered MIC values. 

 

 

Figure 4. Graph regarding the effects of different T. 

populnea extracts on SF27, a MDR isolate. Values at or 

below 0 were considered MIC values. 

 



 
 

 

 

Figure 5. Graph regarding the effects of different T. 

populnea extracts on SF40, a MDR isolate. Values at or 

below 0 were considered MIC values. 

 

 

Figure 6. Graph regarding the effects of different T. 

populnea extracts on SF16, a MDR isolate. Values at or 

below 0 were considered MIC values. 

 

During the minimum bactericidal concentration assays, 100 µl were taken from the well of the 

minimum inhibitory concentration, two wells above, and two wells below, and plated on Mueller Hinton 

agar. These plates were placed into the incubator for 24 hours. Complete bacterial growth was observed 

for all isolates at all minimum inhibitory concentrations after the incubation period, indicating no 

minimum bactericidal concentrations. 



 
 

 

 For chemical screening, methanol and distilled water extracts were the only extracts to show 

positive results. Methanol extracts tested positive for phenolics, glycosides and saponins, and distilled 

water extracts tested positive for saponins. Ethanol and acetone did not show any positive chemical tests, 

indicating that the test phytochemicals were not present. 

 

Extract Alkaloids Tannins Flavonoids Phenolics Glycosides Saponins Carbohydrates 

Ethanol - - - - - - - 

Acetone - - - - - - - 

Methanol - - - + + + - 

DIW - - - - - + - 

 

Figure 7. Table representing chemical testing results where methanol extracts showed positive results for 

phenolics, glycosides and saponins, and distilled water (DIW) showed positive results for saponins. 

Acetone and Ethanol extracts did not show any positive chemical testing. 

  



 
 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

For the distilled water extracts (indicated in yellow on the graphs), there were multiple instances 

of spectrophotometer values at or below zero with each tested isolate, both multidrug and non-multidrug 

resistant, indicating minimum inhibitory concentrations where there was no bacterial growth after 24 

hours of incubation. Minimum inhibitory concentrations included 11.914 µl/mL for SF9, SF40 and SF16, 

762.6 µl/mL for SF34, and 95.313 µl/mL for both SF28 and SF27. Once these minimum bactericidal 

concentrations were tested for bactericidal affects, complete bacterial growth occurred, indicating that A. 

baumannii did not experience any cell death from the distilled water extracts during this experiment. 

These results indicate that extracts of T. populnea made with distilled water as the extraction solvent can 

inhibit growth of select A. baumannii isolates at several concentrations. 

 With methanol extracts (indicated in blue on the graphs), there were a few instances of 

spectrophotometer values at or below zero in isolates SF40 (non-multidrug resistant) and SF16 (multidrug 

resistant). The minimum inhibitory concentration for both SF40 and SF16 was 47.656 µl/mL. Methanol 

extracts also showed a promising decline of turbidity as the botanical treatment concentration increased, 

indicating bacterial growth inhibition as the concentration gradient increased. Minimum bactericidal 

concentrations were tested for, but complete bacterial growth occurred once again, indicating that 

bacterial growth was inhibited, but bacterial cell death did not occur. This indicates that extracts of T. 

populnea made with methanol as the extraction solvent can inhibit growth of A. baumannii isolates SF40 

and SF16 at the tested concentrations.  

 Acetone and ethanol extracts did not have any values, using the spectrophotometer, at or below 0, 

indicating no bacterial growth inhibition at the tested concentrations in any tested isolate and no minimum 

inhibitory concentrations. Acetone extracts showed the same promising negative slope as the 

concentration of botanical extract increased, but ethanol extracts did not show this decline, indicating that 

ethanol extracts were not exhibiting antibacterial activity, but acetone extracts were exhibiting 

antibacterial activity and that a minimum inhibitory concentration could be found at a higher extract 



 
 

 

concentration. Minimum bactericidal concentrations were not tested due to the lack of minimum 

inhibitory concentrations. 

 Each extract (distilled water, ethanol, methanol, and acetone) was screened for seven 

phytochemicals using various visibly detectable chemical tests, with color changes and the formation of a 

stable foam. Methanol and distilled water extracts were the only ones to show positive chemical testing. 

Methanol extracts changed color after addition of sodium hydroxide and formed a stable foam when 

shaken, indicating the presence of phenolics, glycosides, and saponins. Distilled water extracts formed a 

stable foam when shaken, indicating the presence of saponins. Acetone and ethanol extracts did not show 

positive results for any tested phytochemicals, indicating no presence of the seven tested chemicals. 

 With these results, we see significant growth inhibition in both distilled water and methanol 

extracts with minimum inhibitory concentrations across the concentration gradient. This is indicative of 

bacterial growth inhibition across select A. baumannii isolates, both multidrug resistant and non-

multidrug resistant, when using extraction solvents like methanol and distilled water. Distilled water and 

methanol extracts were also the only extracts to show positive results for phytochemical testing, 

indicating the link between phytochemicals and antibacterial efficacy seen in my background research. 

When these minimum inhibitory concentrations were tested for minimum bactericidal concentrations, 

complete bacterial growth was observed, indicating a lack of bactericidal activity. This shows that 

distilled water and methanol T. populnea extracts exhibited bacteriostatic activity on select multidrug and 

non-multidrug-resistant isolates of A. baumannii and not bactericidal activity, like most modern 

antibiotics. Acetone and ethanol extracts did not show any minimum inhibitory concentrations here, but 

acetone showed the promising decline in turbidity as the botanical extract concentration increased, 

indicating that a minimum inhibitory concentration would be reached with higher concentrations. The fact 

that distilled water and methanol extracts had the most minimum inhibitory concentrations was interesting 

considering distilled water is not a common or popular extraction solvent due to its high polarity, while 

methanol is the most common and effective botanical extraction solvent. The results found here are like 

other studies regarding the effects of T. populnea on prominent bacterial pathogens such as 



 
 

 

Staphylococcus aureus, Escherichia coli, Streptococcus pneumoniae, and more. The phytochemical 

screening results were a bit different with other studies having positive results for more chemicals than 

this study. 

 This study could be repeated and taken further by including more plant extract concentrations, 

both higher and lower than the concentrations tested here, to look for the promising trend of lower 

turbidity at higher extract concentrations. A synergy assay would also be beneficial to look for synergistic 

activity in the presence of modern antibiotics. Combining extraction solvents and running this experiment 

again could yield interesting results, especially when screening for phytochemicals.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

 Toru Takemitsu’s piece Toward the Sea and Kazuo Fukushima’s piece Mei are contemporary 

Japanese flute pieces that play a significant role in the flute repertoire. Both pieces have similar 

compositional styles and Japanese aesthetics imbedded in them, and these similarities can be connected to 

the composers’ similar life experiences. Fukushima and Takemitsu were born in the same year, 

experienced the effects of WWII, and were both a part of the group Jikken Kobo, an experimental avant-

garde group composed of members of differing backgrounds. Their eventful lives led to unique 

compositional styles and philosophies that are translated in Toward the Sea and Mei. While each piece has 

its own purpose and place in the composers’ compositional journeys, they both contain similar Japanese 

aesthetics and principles: ma, sawari, timbral variety, and Jo-Ha-Kyu.   
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INTRODUCTION 
Among the Japanese composers of the 20th century, few are more prolific than Toru Takemitsu 

and Kazuo Fukushima. They lived in the same era, experiencing the effects of World War II and the 

immense cultural change that occurred in Japan post-war. They were self-taught, with little to no musical 

experience, yet they still managed to become very successful composers, specifically in the Western 

Hemisphere. Both composers produced works that became major staples in the flute repertoire: 

Takemitsu’s Toward the Sea, and Fukushima’s Mei. Unsurprisingly, the similarities in their life 

experiences are reflected in their composition styles and are apparent in these works. 

 

LIFE EXPERIENCES 

Toru Takemitsu and Kazuo Fukushima were both born in 1930. WWII caused cataclysmic 

impacts in both of their lives. Takemitsu was pursuing an education at the time while living with his uncle 

in the Akebonocho district of Tokyo. When the war began, he had to abandon his studies as he was sent to 

work at a military provisions base in Saitama prefecture. The experience was a bitter one, and it deeply 

affected Takemitsu’s view and relationship towards Japanese culture and music. He developed a 

“Herodian” attitude, directly avoiding anything Japanese and embracing Western culture and music. 

Fukushima was also pursuing an education in Tokyo at Tamagawa Gakuen High School when the war 

began. Unfortunately, Tokyo was the subject of many bombings leading to the deaths of Fukushima’s 

father, brothers, and nearly all of his friends. He discusses the impact of this in his article “Sakkyokuka no 

Me [The View of the Composer]”:  

 

“From age 13-15… “death” prevailed in my surroundings. Too many young 

people who were close to me were sacrificed, including two of my older 

brothers, and many friends...Perhaps this is the reason that the style of my 

compositions was very much like a tune of chinkon [literally, “to calm the 

restless souls”] when I started composing.” 



 
 

 

 

The war caused Fukushima to become more aware of death. He further describes in the article, “Life and 

death are actually two sides of the same coin, but [to those of us who experienced the war] death is more 

powerful,”. This influence directly contributes to his compositions and philosophies, and he later 

described that Mei was written for a friend of his that passed away.  

 While the war deeply affected both composers in differing ways, they share another aspect of 

their lives in common. Following the defeat in WWII, Japan was desperately trying to recover politically 

and economically. The arts played a key role in this recovery as people were trying to reimage Japan as a 

peaceful and cultural nation. One group that played a significant role in this period was Jikken Kobo, 

which translates to “experimental workshop”. This group, founded by Takemitsu, consisted of 14 

members of differing backgrounds: composers, visual artists, musicians, a printmaker, an engineer, and 

others. Kazuo Fukushima was a member of this group for a period, working as a composer alongside 

Takemitsu. Most members, including Takemitsu and Fukushima, were self-taught. This group was 

dedicated to the avante-garde and the first group to combine art and technology. Jikken Kobo was heavily 

inspired by Western Modernism, and they worked individually and collaboratively on projects, presenting 

them in exhibitions. The group reflects their purpose of these exhibitions stating, “The purpose of having 

this exhibition is to combine the various art forms, reaching an organic combination that could not be 

realized within the combinations of a gallery exhibition, and to create a new style of art with social 

relevance closely related to everyday life” (Tezuka).  

Another focus of some of the group’s work was experimenting with Japanese modalities and 

combining them with modern procedures (Watanabe). A notable project would be a presentation of 

Arnold Shoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, staged in the form of a traditional Japanese Noh play. Pierrot 

Lunaire is originally a melodrama, composed for a vocalist who recites poems in Sprechstimme style 

accompanied by a small instrumental ensemble. At the time, traditional Japanese theater and art was 

thought of as something that should be preserved in order of convention and not something to be 

experimented with. Some critics called out for innovation, and Jikken Kobo answered. In collaboration 



 
 

 

with playwright and critic Takechi Tetsuji, Jikken Kobo tested the boundaries of conservative Japanese 

tradition through the combination of traditional Noh theater and Western contemporary music. Takechi 

was able to merge the Sprechstimme vocal style to the utai chant used in Noh theater. The plot of the 

poems happened to be like the plots in Noh theater as well. Miwako Tezuka addresses this in her article, 

“Experimentation and Tradition: The Avante-Garde Play Pierrot Lunaire by Jikken Kobo and Takechi 

Tetsuji”: 

 

‘The story is simple: Pierrot falls in love with Columbine, only to be 

rejected by her; Harlequin inflames Pierrot’s frustration and tempts him to 

murder Columbine. However, the more carefully one reads the plot, the more 

convoluted the context of play becomes: the basis of Pierrot’s longing for 

Columbine is not clear; Harlequin may be an alter ego of Pierrot; and finally, 

the whole narrative might be just imagined by Pierrot, a poet intoxicated by 

wine and the mystifying effect of moonlight. This dreamlike ambiguity of 

where the subject starts and ends, and who is actually a living being on stage, is 

analogous to the dramaturgy of a classical Noh play’. 

 

Through these collaborations and experiments121, Takemitsu and Fukushima were introduced and 

influenced by so many people. Jikken Kobo began their compositional careers and introduced them to 

their interests. The experiences given to them by this group is reflected in their later lives and projects 

including Mei and Toward the Sea. 

 

TOWARD THE SEA 

                                                           
121 Read Tezuka’s article “Experimentation and Tradition: The Avant-Garde Play Pierrot Lunaire by  
Jikken Kōbō and Takechi Tetsuji” to learn about the other projects and experiments done in Jikken Kobo.    



 
 

 

Toward the Sea was composed in 1981 for alto flute and guitar and was the first and original set 

of three pieces. The other pieces, Toward the Sea II and Toward the Sea III, are rearrangements for flute, 

harp, and string orchestra. This piece was a commissioned work by the Greenpeace Foundation for their 

“Save the Whales” campaign, and it was also a part of Takemitsu’s “Waterscape” series dedicated to 

aligning musical sonority with metaphorical references to water through the “sea” motive. Takemitsu 

states in the preface of his piece Rain Coming that “the complete collection entitles ‘Waterscape’ includes 

other works…It was the composer’s intention to create a series of works, which like their subject, pass 

through various metamorphoses, culminating in a sea of tonality.” Of his Waterscape series, this is the 

first piece to mention the sea, with the other pieces dedicated to smaller forms of water such as rain and 

rivers. Keeping this fact in mind, one can view Toward the Sea in a wider all-encompassing scope of 

Takemitsu’s style and purpose of this series. Toward the Sea consists of three movements: “The Night”, 

“Moby Dick”, and “Cape Cod”. The second movement title is a direct reference towards Herman 

Melville’s novel Moby Dick. Takemitsu was inspired by Melville’s novel because in the end the whale 

triumphs over its hunters, a scenario fitting for the “Save the Whales” campaign. His favorite quote from 

the novel is “Let the most absent-minded of men be plunged in his deepest reveries, and he will infallibly 

lead you to water . . . . Yes, as everyone knows, meditation and water are wedded forever.”  Toward the 

Sea was premiered by Takemitsu’s close friend Robert Aiken with Cuban guitarist, Leo Brouwer. 

The main influences of Toward the Sea are the sea and whales. Both are represented with their 

own motive. Toru Takemitsu states, “In this pastoral, picture-like piece, the three notes, E flat (term “Es” 

in German), E and A, which coincide with the letters of sea, motivate the melody”. The sea motive, pitch 

class [0, 1, 6], is present throughout all the movements and is presented in ordered and unordered forms. 

The motion of unordered to ordered creates the motion of moving “Toward the Sea”. Additionally, all 

phrases throughout this piece represent the ebb and flow of sea waves through shifts in tempo and 

dynamics. The whale motive appears in the second movement, “Moby Dick”, and consists of a pitch class 

set of [0, 2, 6]. In this movement, the SEA motive acts as an ornamental gesture into the whale motive 

(Leung).  



 
 

 

Every movement paints a picture of the movement’s title through musical ideas122. “The Night” is 

characterized by long pauses and obscured unordered sea motives, portraying a silent and ambiguous 

atmosphere. “Moby Dick” introduces the whale motive. The coexistence of whale and sea is represented 

through the connection and interplay of the whale and sea motive throughout this movement. In many 

cases, the whale motive emerges through unclear articulations, quick to slow tempi, and delay, creating a 

sense of struggle between the whale and sea (Leung 54). “Cape Cod” contains many unexpected 

developments including pentatonic and Lydian modal materials. This is also the only movement with 

several appearances of the ordered sea motive. However, there is a stark absence of the WHALE motive 

in this movement which brings to question Takemitsu’s reasoning for this choice and what it entails.  

 

MEI 

Mei was composed in 1962 for solo flute. Like the Waterscape series, Mei is a part of a series of 

works exploring the theme of death. Many of Fukushima’s pieces have a direct connection to death 

through their titles such as Chu-u, Requiem, Kadha Hihaku, and Mei. “Mei” itself is a Chinese character 

that is defined as dark, dim, and intangible. The score’s inscription states, “This music was composed for 

the late Dr. Wolfgang Steinecke of Darmstadt, who died in a tragic accident. According to ancient 

Japanese legend it is believed that the sound of the flute has power to reach the dead.”  

There were a series of events that led to the creation of Mei. In 1961, Fukushima was invited to 

Darmstadt International Music Institute, a summer school founded by Wolfgang Steinecke that is 

dedicated to contemporary music where many avant-garde composers such as Olivier Messiaen and John 

Cage attended and had their works performed.  Here, Fukushima presented his lecture “Noh Music and 

Modern Music in Japan”, and met Severino Gazzelloni, an Italian flutist, who was involved in new music 

at Darmstadt as a performer. Gazzelloni liked performing Requiem and Chu-u, and gave Fukushima a 

                                                           
122 For a more in-depth analysis of musical text painting in Toward the Sea, visit Chapters 3 and 4 of Leung’s 
dissertation Reframing the ‘Sea’: A Critical Study of Toru Takemitsu's Toward the  
Sea. 



 
 

 

commission for a new piece. After the Darmstadt, Fukushima went on to stay at Cambridge, England for 

the remainder of the year. During his stay in Cambridge, he discovered that Steinecke had died in a tragic 

accident and decided to write Mei in his memory. Gazzelloni premiered Mei at the 25th Contemporary 

Music Festival in Venice, and he also performed Mei at Steinecke’s grave in Darmstadt. One of the 

purposes of Mei is to offer “chinkon” to Steinecke, meaning it serves to console and pacify his soul.  

Additionally, a major influence towards this piece is traditional Japanese Noh theater. Many 

people mistakenly believed that Mei was influenced by and meant to sound like the shakuhachi flute, one 

of the eight traditional Japanese flutes. Mihoko Watanabe, professor of flute at Ball State University, 

addresses this misconception in her article “The Essence of Mei”: “...Fukushima pointed out that the 

shakuhachi is not a favorite instrument of his, and that he did not intend to employ its sounds in Mei. 

Rather, he stated that the main influence in Mei is the Japanese traditional theatre, Noh.” Noh plays are a 

form of theater involving the combination of dance, music, and drama. The orchestra for Noh plays is 

referred to as Hayashi, consisting of four instruments: a nohkan flute, a taiko, a otsuzumi, and a 

kotsuzumi. The nohkan is the only melodic instrument while the others are percussion instruments. This 

flute is known for its otherworldly sound because of its unstable pitch. As a result of its unique 

construction, the nohkan flute is not tuned to a particular scale and has no tonal relationship between its 

individual pitches.  

Mei contains traces of the nohkan flute and aspects of Noh theater123. The otherworldly sound of 

the nohkan flute is imitated with portamentos and quarter tones. The nohkan flute has a special gesture 

called “hishigi” which is where the highest and shrillest note of the instrument is used to accent dramatic 

points of the play. Timbral similarities in “hishigi” can be seen in the uses of high B, and C in the flute 

part. Additionally, the use of gestural grace notes throughout the piece reflects nohkan gestural effects as 

well. 

                                                           
123 Pages 20-22 of Watanabe’s article “The Essence of Mei: An Exploration of the Inspiration behind Mei 
through Interviews with the Composer” offer detailed descriptions and tables of the nohkan flute and its 
connection to Mei.  



 
 

 

 

JAPANESE AESTHETICS AND PRINCIPLES 

While Kazuo Fukushima aims to offer “chinkon” to restless souls and explore the theme of death, 

Toru Takemitsu aims to capture the image and motion of the sea. These explorations are two very 

different sides of nature; however, both pieces contain similar characteristics that fits in with important 

Japanese aesthetics and principals.  

An important Japanese aesthetic is the reflection of nature in art. An expansion on nature is the 

concept of Ma. Mihoko Watanabe, in her article “The Essence of Mei: An Exploration of the Inspiration 

behind Mei through Interviews with the Composer”, states that Ma is “the most intense representation of 

nature” (Watanabe 18). Ma is the Japanese concept of negative space. This can be the silence between 

sounds, the stillness between movements, or the space between two objects. The Japanese see this 

negative space as sacred and full of energy. It is embedded in Japanese culture and can be observed 

through Japanese architecture, paintings, conversation, theater, music, and much more. Chikamatsu 

Monzaemo, a Japanese playwright from the 17th century wrote, “The truth is in between.” In this 

statement, he is referring to Ma. The silence or space in between should be embraced and respected as it 

fuels the following action with energy and intention. The symbol for Ma itself is a gate with the symbol 

for “Sun” in between, symbolizing the truth and meaning between two things.  

 In music, Ma would be the moments of silence between the sounds. Watanabe refers to this as a 

“perceptual silence”, not a silence that is to be measured or counted but a silence that is a “keen, intuitive 

awareness containing some tension” (Watanabe 18). Toru Takemitsu and Kazuo Fukushima both 

acknowledge and have a deep respect for Ma. The moments of silence in Mei and Toward the Sea are 

deliberately and carefully chosen and are just as important as the sounds themselves. Fukushima states in 

the Japanese article “Pipers” that “Japanese traditional sound is not against sounds, it becomes integrated 

into nature ... not just listening to your sounds, it becomes resonance within nature....” What Fukushima is 

explaining in this quote is that sound must emerge from silence, as the interconnection between sound and 

silence is integral to sound itself in nature. Takemitsu states something similar in regard to his own 



 
 

 

works: “My musical form is the direct and natural result which sounds themselves imposed and nothing 

can decide beforehand the point of departure. I do not in any way try to express myself through these 

sounds, but, by reacting with them, the work springs forth itself”. Takemitsu is explaining that he 

considers sound as a natural phenomena, not a controlled, synthetic, or manufactured product. Both 

Takemitsu and Fukushima in their composition processes see the creation of sound as a collaboration 

between themselves and nature, and strive to have a free, uninterrupted sound.  

 A free and natural sound has a direct connection to the Japanese concept of “Sawari” which 

translates to “to touch”. In a musical context it refers to “a single harsh sound”. Takemitsu believes the 

effect of sawari “aims at the production of noises from our everyday lives, rather than musical sounds” in 

contrast to European music where there is an emphasis on the purity of note (Burt). With Sawari, the 

quality of the sound takes precedence to melody, rhythm, or harmony. Sawari and Ma go hand in hand. 

The goal is to create sound rather than a note that belongs in a chord or phrase. As each note is 

emphasized in isolation, the significance on where the note belongs becomes less important, and as a 

result the sound approximates to a condition that resembles silence and is no longer distinguishable from 

natural noises. This concept is exemplified in Toward the Sea and Mei. Firstly, through the way the 

beginnings and endings of the pieces are treated. Toward the Sea begins with a pppp dynamic note in the 

flute part that emerges and crescendos through the silence. Mei also similarly begins with a very quiet 

pianissimo Eb in the low register that emerges and crescendos through silence. Fukushima states that this 

beginning note is the most important note of the entire piece as it is setting the mood of what is to come 

(Watanabe). The endings of both pieces disappear back into the silence with the last note of Toward the 

Sea being a long piano F# that has “dying away” written underneath and a pppp low register C at the end 

of Mei. The careful and deliberate beginnings and endings of this piece contain Sawari because the goal is 

to make a natural sound that resonates within nature. Emerging through the silences and having the sound 

merge and belong with the natural noises of the space is Sawari124. More examples of Sawari are the 

                                                           
124 Toru Takemitsu’s essay “On Sawari” offers many examples of this concept and compares the differences in 
perception of sound in Eastern and Western cultures.  



 
 

 

frequent use of hairpin dynamics in both pieces, again showing the emergence and disappearance of 

sound through silence.  

 The way Fukushima and Takemitsu incorporate Ma into their pieces are similar, but also different 

in terms of notation and style. Takemitsu incorporates silence, or Ma, in a very interesting and unique 

way. The piece itself is unmetered, giving a sense that Takemitsu did not want there to be a structured 

rhythm, but more so play and connection between sound and silence or emptiness and openness. Silences 

are written very specifically, usually in proportional notation. When not proportional, the rests are 

subdivided into 8th note rests, 16th note rests, and even 32nd note rests. Additionally, rests are only 

written right before the flute or guitar enters to help give a sense of pulse. When an instrument is playing 

solo, for example at the beginning of the 2nd and 3rd movements, there are no rests written in for the 

other instrument, just a blank staff. Contrastingly, Mei is metered and does not contain the specificity in 

silences as in Toward the Sea; however, there are several instances of fermatas over rests as well as breath 

marks written in certain places. Watanabe describes that “the performance should reflect the nature of 

time emotionally, with Ma setting the mood for where the music came from and what follows.” 

Fukushima feels that there is emotion connected to Ma, so some silences should be treated differently 

than others, some being calm Ma and others being anxious Ma (Watanabe). The fermatas serve as the 

most intense form of Ma in Mei, and the rests can be seen as smaller scale Ma that’s purpose is to fuel the 

following notes with energy and intention.  

 In contrast to Western tradition, the exploration of timbral variety in Japanese instruments is 

considered a reflection of nature. Toward the Sea and Mei contain a deep sensitivity to timbre, and one 

way they achieve timbral variety is using extended techniques. Toward the Sea contains alternative 

fingerings to create hollow tones that either transition into a normal tone note or end an idea. For 

example, the beginning of the first movement contains a hollow tone D in the alto flute part that 

crescendos into a normal D. Takemitsu also achieves timbral variety through color trills in the alto flute 

which are used to emphasize important sections in the piece. One such section is on stave two in the 3rd 

page of “The Night”. The color trills are used at the height of the phrase to outline the unordered form of 



 
 

 

the sea motive. Then a slightly different version of this phrase follows where color trills are used as a 

syncopated crescendo into the unordered sea motive, which is now played in normal tones. The same 

ideas are echoed 3 different times in “Cape Cod”. Color trills are also used in “Cape Cod” to outline a 

very unexpected Lydian scale. Lastly, Takemitsu incorporates flutter tonguing throughout the piece as 

well as a single use of a multiphonic note in “Moby Dick”.  

 Kazuo Fukushima incorporates flutter tonguing, quarter tones, portamentos, multiphonics, and 

key clicks to achieve timbral variety. The quarter tones and portamentos are mainly incorporated in the A 

sections of the piece, which are characterized as slower and connected. The portamentos, sliding from one 

note to the next, create a sense of instability in pitch which is a characteristic of the Noh-kan flute. The 

quarter tones are always in the form of grace notes, sometimes emphasized with an accent like in measure 

7. The use of portamentos and quarter tones in the A section imitate the otherworldly sound of the Noh-

kan flute and serve to create a quiet and unstable atmosphere that leads into section B. This section is a 

faster and more vibrant section which includes flutter tonguing, key clicks, and a multiphonic note. The 

use of these extended techniques fit in with the character of this section, offering extreme timbral gestures 

that fills the section with energy.  

 Another Japanese structural art form and principal is “Jo-Ha-Kyu”. This is a three-part form that 

moves from slow to fast. “Jo” is an introduction, “Ha” is a rapid acceleration, and “Kyu” is abrupt 

calmness. Mei’s large-scale structure follows the form of Jo-Ha-Kyu. The A section, measures 1 through 

15, serve as the introduction. The B section, measures 16 through 51, contains an acceleration of tempo 

“Pui mosso” and then a rapid acceleration in bars 47 and 48. Following the rapid acceleration and molto 

increase in dynamic is a subito ppp and a fermata of silence. Following the fermata is a return to the 

beginning theme with slightly varied rhythms. The transition from section B to A’ aligns with the abrupt 

calmness in “Kyu”. In addition to large-scale structure, “Jo-Ha-Kyu” can be found in smaller subsections. 

In measure 9, an F# is emphasized with grace notes. In measure 10, the idea is repeated a half step higher 

with an acceleration in tempo and crescendo. The phrase reaches its peak in measure 10 on a fff G# which 

is followed by an abrupt subito mezzo piano B.  



 
 

 

 Implementation of “Jo-Ha-Kyu” is mainly seen in the small phrase structure of Toward the Sea. 

For example, in the beginning phrase of “The Night”, “Jo” can be seen as the beginning movement of 

hollow to normal tone. Following this introduction is a repetition of the movement in a louder dynamic 

and a poco accelerando happens after the repeat of the normal tone in the flute part. Next there is a fast 

ornamental in the flute part and septuplet in the guitar that is followed by a poco rallentando with “dying 

away naturally” written at the end. While the calmness following the fast ornamental is not abrupt, the 

phrase still aligns with “Jo-Ha-Kyu” characteristics. Throughout the piece, Takemitsu creates a 

metaphorical ebb and flow of sea waves which all seem to carry “Jo-Ha-Kyu” characteristics. Overall, the 

3-movement structure of this piece does not reflect “Jo-Ha-Kyu” as literally as Mei; however, the 

development of the sea motive in the three movements can be argued as containing “Jo-Ha-Kyu” 

principles. In the first movement, the sea motive is introduced in an unordered form. The second 

movement begins with an ordered sea motive then adds another motive to the equation, and the 

movement consists of the struggle between these two motives. In the last movement, the unordered sea 

motive from the first movement is echoed but there is more forward motion in the parts as well as 

rhythmic dissonance between the guitar and flute part. The movement then ends with a very calm and 

slow ordered form of the sea motive.  

RHYTHMIC AND DYNAMIC SIMILARITIES 
While Toward the Sea and Mei have similar Japanese aesthetics, there are also similarities in their 

use of dynamics and rhythm. Both pieces contain detailed dynamics, the quality of which can be seen in 

the fact that every single note has a dynamic instruction underneath. In the second stave of the second 

page in Toward the Sea, there is a quarter note that has a subito piano, a hairpin dynamic followed by a 

crescendo which is an impressive amount of dynamic detail for a single note. Additionally, an extreme 

dynamic range is required. Both pieces contain a dynamic range from pppp to fff. Mei, has more sudden 

shifts of dynamics. For example, in measures 49 and 50 there is a sudden shift from a fortissimo to a 

subito ppp on a high register B. Toward the Sea has small instances of dynamic shifts of subito forte to 

piano, but most dynamic shifts are fluid and gradual. Overall, Takemitsu has more middle ground 



 
 

 

dynamics in between the extremes. For example, in the last page of “Moby Dick” the flute part begins at a 

ppp dynamic, crescendos to a piano, then decrescendos to a pianissimo dynamic.  

 In terms of rhythm, there are frequent occurrences of shifting meters between duple and triple in 

Toward the Sea and Mei. This switching of meter obscures the pulse, giving the pieces a free and fluid 

quality. In Toward the Sea, this shift in pulse creates the rhythmic motion of sea waves. Another rhythmic 

similarity is the use of rhythm to create tension through delay. In the flute solo on page 3 of “Moby 

Dick”, there are two 16th note trills that are placed in between 36th note passages. Bar 21 of Mei contains 

forward motion through attacks on the e of the beats which is then followed by a triplet on the downbeat 

of bar 22. The triplet creates a sense of delay before it goes back to the same forward motion in duple. 

Lastly, there are many cases of phrases not beginning downbeats or strong beats. The rests on the strong 

beats can be thought of as building Ma energy into the entrances of sound.  

 

CONCLUSION 
Toward the Sea and Mei contain many similarities in Japanese aesthetics as well as dynamic and 

rhythmic details. Toru Takemitsu and Kazuo Fukushima were born in the same year, both experienced the 

tragedies of WWII, and grew to become successful composers. Both composers developed their own 

unique and individual styles and created amazing, detailed compositions that continue to be appreciated 

as staples in the flute repertoire today. 
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ABSTRACT 

Anne of Green Gables by L.M. Montgomery is a literary masterpiece that is timeless due to its 

relatable themes and classic story and yet, there are endless adaptations of it in order to modernize it. 

Through this research project, the major themes were explored, while being supported by different 

adaptations and their current relevance. This will be a resource to assist future directors, designers, and 

actors who may produce this show in the future.  I have found that the main themes are human 

relationships, social pressures, and women’s rights. These three main themes are always relevant as, in all 

moments of time and space, humans interact with one another, have social pressures, and women’s rights 

are involved. Throughout different adaptations of the story, there have been different emphases on trauma, 

people of color, and women’s rights as well. Using this information, I directed and designed the play 

adaptation by Joseph Robinette, Anne of Green Gables and set it in modern times. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 There are certain literary works that are timeless, mostly because the themes they deal with are 

still relevant today. One such work is Anne of Green Gables, written by L. M. Montgomery in 1908. Anne 

of Green Gables is a touching story that follows a young, orphan girl with fiery red braids and a freckled 

complexion as she gets adopted by a pair of elderly siblings, Matthew and Marilla Cuthbert. Throughout 

the story, they navigate living together and dealing with difficult moments in life. Anne’s story is set in 

the real world and includes themes and situations most audiences can connect with. It focuses on the 

growth of self-love and finding a place in the world, which is something everyone faces at some point in 

their lives. Just like Anne, humans deal with feeling self-conscious, bullying, and having to decide who 

and what you want to be. In L.M. Montgomery’s own words, she “cast ‘moral’ and ‘Sunday School’ 

ideals to the winds and made my Anne a real human girl” (Atlas). Although, and because she broke the 

status quo of the time, Anne made waves in the literary world, selling almost 20,000 books in the first six 

months (Hermann), which was extraordinary in a time where female writers were considered too 

inexperienced and irrational to create a masterpiece (“Women’s Literature in the 19th Century: 

Introduction”). Due to its success, there have been several retellings and adaptations since the book came 

out, including the children’s play Anne of Green Gables by Joseph Robinette (Robinette), and Anne With 

an E by Moira Walley-Beckett (Walley-Beckett).  

 The story of Anne, specifically in Anne With an E, caught my eye and moved me deeply during 

quarantine and brought imagination, inspiration, and joy during a time where the world was dark. Due to 

its effect on me, I decided to bring Green Gables to life with Robinette’s play adaptation, but with a 

modern twist. In order to do so, extensive research is needed to develop a concept based on the play’s 

main themes, supported by researching differences in adaptation throughout time and mediums, as well as 

how it applies to current society.  The main themes that will be focused on are human relationships, social 

pressures, and women’s rights. The versions of the original book, Anne of Green Gables by L.M. 

Montgomery, that will be compared are the aforementioned children’s play by the same name, by Joseph 



 
 

 

Robinette, and the TV show called Anne With an E, by Moira Walley-Beckett. The purpose of 

modernizing the show is to bring familiarity to a generation that grew up without this story. Those who do 

not know the story will not be disconcerted by how unfamiliar a world with petticoats and horse-drawn 

carriages is and will instead be able to focus on the message of growth in the story. Fans of Anne of Green 

Gables will be met with the same story they love, just set in their times. This research will also be a 

resource to anyone who interacts with Anne of Green Gables, whether it is through the book, as a reader 

or teacher, or the play and TV show as a director, actor, or viewer. 

  



 
 

 

RESEARCH 

Introduction to Research 

As a focus for the research, the three main themes that will be explored are human relationships, 

social pressures, and women’s rights in Anne of Green Gables, with support from three versions of the 

story and relevance to current times. The themes were chosen since they are all themes that are timeless 

and always relevant. In all moments of time and space, humans interact with one another, have social 

pressures, and women have fought for their rights. The progress of each has changed as society has 

changed, as will be discussed briefly, but they have always been present. 

 The three versions of Anne’s story that address these themes are the original book, a children’s 

play adaptation, and a TV show. The original book of Anne of Green Gables was published in 1908, after 

having been rejected by three different publishers and sat in a hatbox in Lucy Maud Montgomery’s attic 

for almost a year (Atlas). The idea of the story was originally going to be for a short serial in a Sunday 

School paper, but Montgomery became invested and decided to publish a whole book, and later on a 

series, on little Anne. 81 years later, Joseph Robinette adapted the story into a two-act play by the same 

title. It is a Theatre for Young Audiences play, or a TYA, as its intended audience is for children 21 years 

and younger. 

Due to the target audience and the time limit, as most children’s plays last from one to two hours, the play 

tends to simplify a lot of topics and cut out some moments that were important in the book. Plays also 

tend to leave space for actors by not explicitly writing the feelings and thoughts of characters like books 

do, so that the actors can create their own intentions and goals. These specifications are what cause this 

adaptation to be different from the others. Lastly, in 2017, CBC Television created a TV show named 

Anne with an E, which later premiered on Netflix. This show was amply modified in an attempt to add 

more diversity and bring awareness to injustices at the time. It was this show that inspired this research 

project and modernization of the story.  



 
 

 

 

Theme 1: Human Relationships 

 The relationships between human beings are complex and inevitable; those in Anne are no 

exception. A key part of human relationships is the makeup of a household. People interact the most with 

those they live with. The makeup of households has changed dramatically in the last 100 years. The 

percentage of Family Households has decreased and Nonfamily Households has increased since 1960, 

according to the US Census Bureau. A Nonfamily Household is defined by the US Census Bureau as “a 

householder living alone (a one-person household) or where the householder shares the home exclusively 

with people to whom he/she is not related” (“Subject Definitions”). In 1960, 15 percent of the households 

were considered as Nonfamily Households, which increased to 26% in 1980, and then 35% in 2020 

(VanOrman). Before then, such as in 1900, the Census did not classify households as Family and 

Nonfamily, but instead as Farm Homes and other Homes, with subcategories of Male or Female “heads of 

the home” (Bureau, “Dwellings and Families; Proprietorship of Homes; The Territories of Alaska and 

Hawaii”, 28). This fact in it of itself shows that the thought of living with people that are not family was 

not a common mindset and most likely was a much smaller percentage.  

Anne and her household would be considered part of this small percentage as a set of elderly 

siblings, and not a married couple, adopted her. In the original book and the play, this household is the 

only atypical one, as all other characters in the stories live with their blood family. Meanwhile, in the TV 

show, there are several new characters that live with people who are not blood related. One such new 

character is Sebastian Lacroix, a black man who befriends Gilbert Blythe, Anne’s main love interest, 

while they worked in an engine room, shoveling coal. They go on to become business partners, as well as 

live together with Lacroix’s wife and child (Vlessing). There is also the addition of Cole Mackenzie, a 

young boy who struggles with having to hide his queerness and goes on to live with Josephine Barry, 

Diana Barry’s great aunt. Both of these were added in an attempt to open the world of Green Gables to 

the types of human relationships that are now accepted more than before.  



 
 

 

 While there may not have been many atypical households in the book and play, Anne did have 

special relationships with certain people she called “kindred spirits” in all three versions of the story. 

These are people Anne forms a deep connection with and include Matthew, Marilla, Diana, Aunt 

Josephine, Mrs. Allan, who is the Reverend’s wife, and Gilbert. The statistics of how nonfamily 

households are increasing shows a mindset that is referred to as “Family We Choose”, where those that 

are being considered as family are people that have stuck by them and care about them, regardless of 

whether they are blood related or not. If Anne lived in current times, these kindred spirits would be the 

family she would choose. 

 

Theme 2: Social Pressures 

 In every version, Anne dealt with considerable social pressures. In the late 1800s, when the story 

takes place, Anne was seen as a triple threat, as women were meant to be seen and not heard, take care of 

a household, and being an orphan was taboo. In every version, she would not hold her tongue or anger, 

such as when she hit Gilbert on the head after he called her carrots. In the original book, Anne is shown to 

be unfit to take care of a house, as Marilla must constantly nag at her for daydreaming. These distractions 

cause her to spill soap on the floor while washing dishes or burn a pie she forgot in the oven. Anne was 

held with disdain in every version due to being an orphan, since orphans were seen as inferior in the late 

19th century. Anne’s character in the book always worked hard to be superior instead, which led her to 

win the highest honor at Queen’s Academy and accomplished her goal of being a teacher. 

 Although Anne did not fit into the status quo in any version, she grew into her own and fought 

against the expectations society had for her. She went on to school, then college, and finally a teaching 

career. She did eventually have a family with Gilbert, but she never kept quiet about her opinions. A good 

example of her growing into her own is in Robinette’s play, where Anne opens the play expressing that 

she would prefer to be called Cordelia as it is “a much better name”. This want occurs in all three 



 
 

 

versions, but in the play, it closes off with Anne hesitantly saying, “And my name is Anne Shirley, but 

please call me Cordelia. I think Cordelia is a much better… My name is Anne – Anne of Green Gables.” 

This addition of “Green Gables” reflects on how Anne has grown to love who she is and what she stands 

for, no matter what society thinks. She has acknowledged that this community is her home and she finally 

has a place in the world where she belongs.  

In the TV show, having atypical friendships led Anne into more social pressures, as those around 

her judged Sebastian Lacroix for his race and Cole Mackenzie for his sexuality. Anne was put into the 

crossroads of having to choose whom to stand by. When Cole Mackenzie first shows up, Anne defends 

him after he refuses to kiss Josie Pye, a mean little girl, which causes them both to be bullied. Bullying is 

a key contributor to depression and anxiety. As of 2019, 20.2 % of all students say that they are being 

bullied, but only 46% of victims notify an adult about the situation. Two-thirds of bystanders in the tween 

age are willing to go help a victim, like Anne did (“Bullying Statistics”). By portraying this bravery on 

screen, more kids may be encouraged to take a stand.  

Josie Pye faces her own societal pressures in the TV show. In the original book and in Robinette’s 

play, she is portrayed as cruel and flirtatious as she likes Gilbert, who is only interested in Anne. This 

causes Josie to display her frustration as bullying, particularly towards Anne. In Anne with an E, Josie 

gets a deeper backstory, where she feels the familial pressure to be perfect, specifically from her mother. 

She needs to wed well, as was a woman’s duty in the late 1800s, so her mother would curl her hair every 

night in order for her to look presentable. Later on, she gets engaged to a boy who tries to abuse her and 

when she runs away, the boy spreads a rumor that she slept with him and in the process ruins her 

reputation. Josie breaks down, as her whole world crashes over her. Years of working hard to fit into the 

“perfect world” her mother had created for her were tossed away with one rumor sparked by a boy with 

hurt pride. Anne stands up for her, resulting in them being friends. Josie stops curling her hair as a symbol 

that she has changed. The topic of sexual assault continues to be of concern according to RAINN, as one 

of six American women and one in thirty-three men have been “victims of attempted or completed rape”, 



 
 

 

as of 1998 and 2014 respectively. Of 1000 sexual assaults, only 310 are actually reported, with only 25 

being arrested according to a 2017 average (RAINN). With such statistics, victims are reluctant to speak 

out and attempt to get justice, but by showing Josie’s experience and Anne’s support on TV, Walley-

Beckett breaks through the taboo and societal pressures by showing that speaking out against those who 

abuse others is possible.  

Along with sexual abuse, Walley-Beckett introduced physical abuse through Anne’s history with 

the Hammonds, which is briefly mentioned in the book and not at all mentioned in the play (Colyard). 

The only time the play really touches on the trauma that Anne has is when an unsavory character named 

Mrs. Blewett wants to take Anne away from the Cuthberts in order for Anne to nanny her children. Anne 

is said to be weary of this idea, but there isn’t a lot of explanation as to why in the play. In the book, it is 

shown that the reason for this is that Anne had already been an “adopted nanny” for another family, the 

Hammonds, where she was mistreated. Anne downplays the abuse by saying that “when people mean to 

be good to you, you don’t mind very much when they’re not quite – always” (Montgomery). In the TV 

show, there are moments when Anne is in traumatizing and intense situations that trigger flashbacks, 

which portray that Mr. Hammond would strike Anne. According to Mental Health America, there has 

been an increase in mental illness and suicidal thoughts over the last few years, many of which do not get 

the treatment and help they need (“The State of Mental Health in America”). By not being able to get 

treated, victims of trauma will continue to have repercussions, such as PTSD like Anne in Anne With an E 

is insinuated as having. The exposure of this situation should bring awareness and, with it, support for 

those struggling with the same and similar circumstances. 

 

Theme 3: Women’s Rights 

Women have continuously struggled to be treated as equals and are often pitted against one 

another. The following excerpt from an interview between Sarah McCoy and Anne Boyd Rioux adds 



 
 

 

some perspective to the inspiration that Anne of Green Gables and other strong female literature, such as 

Little Women, has had on readers: 

“ 

 Women’s rights have progressed a lot in the last hundred plus years since L.M. Montgomery 

wrote the book. For example, women now have the right to vote; yet there are still many gender injustices 

in 2021, such as a 93-cent to the dollar pay gap (Barroso). Anne already stood out as a feminist in the 

original novel, but as an incidental one. The actress who played Anne in the TV show, Amybeth 

McNulty, states that she is a “feminist by choice” meaning that her portrayal of Anne knows that she is 

breaking the status quo and wants to have more rights (Radloff). It is not just because she wants to have 

fun like the boys, but also because she wants that same standard of living all around. In all the versions of 

the story, Anne is raised not by a mother, but by a community of people who love her (Skarzycka); she 

goes on to study at Queen’s Academy and gets the highest honor possible; she enters the education field, 

which was mainly male-dominated in those times. Anne went on and broke the standards of what women 

were thought to be and this mentality should spread to all those who watch the show. Her feminism in the 

original book would come in the form of comments such as “Why can’t women be ministers, Marilla? … 

I think women would make splendid ministers,” and in the play with lines such as, “But I can climb [a 

tree] all the same,” when Matthew stated that she wasn’t a boy. There are also a few moments of 

feminism from Marilla and, particularly, Rachel when speaking about suffrage, although they stick to the 

status quo on topics such as female teachers.  

 The TV show also changes the audience’s perspective of women in the late 19th century with 

stories such as Josie’s. Before, she was just seen as the antagonist, who likes to bully Anne and others for 

the sake of bullying. Walley-Beckett shows the other side of this coin and points out that women are 

shown as cold and cruel because society has pushed them to be. Women’s main role in life in the 1900s 

was to be the caretaker of the home. In 1900, only 18.8 percent of all women aged 16 and up worked, 

compared to 51.5 percent in 1980 and then 57.4 percent in 2019 (“Women in the Labor Force” and Labor 



 
 

 

Statistics). By providing the other point of view, the blame is no longer placed on the women that act a 

certain way or lash out and instead in the systematic injustice that gives them no other option.  



 
 

 

PROJECT 

 To produce a show, there are several components to the process that a director must adhere to, 

such as research, analysis, and creating a vision for the production. They must also collaborate with 

designers and actors. The total hours I put into this project in rehearsals, production meetings, and 

technical rehearsals rounds out to about 150 hours and do not include the time spent researching. The 

research was then applied in each component in order to make a unified and relevant world that the 

audience could feel a part of. 

 To bring my concept to life with the designers, I used the relevance of each theme and worked it 

into the world of Green Gables. In production meetings, my five designers, two stage managers, and I 

would discuss how the world would look. We set the show in 2021, which meant there was modern 

technology, clothing, and living spaces. We brought warmth and nature to Green Gables by using warm-

toned lighting in the house and pops of green in scenes set outside. Sound worked around the antiquated 

terminologies by making them metonymies, which is a figure of speech where something is called by 

another thing’s name. For example, though Matthew mentioned a horse and buggy, we used modern car 

sounds throughout the show. Props, such as laptops and spiral notebooks, and costumes, such as short 

dresses and cardigans, added visual familiarity. 

 I diversified the cast in order to reflect the acceptance of human relationships that are now seen in 

society. During the first rehearsals, I led many conversations about prejudices in the time period Anne of 

Green Gables was set in and how those prejudices continue to exist now, albeit more under covers. We 

spoke of how in the late 1800s, when the original story took place, the Jim Crow laws were still in action 

and that in Canada, people who identified as LGBTQ+ could be put to death until 1954. We discussed 

how this affected society and put the pressure of not breaking the status quo onto people’s shoulders. The 

actors of color and LGBTQ+ actors discussed their experiences with discrimination and as a cast, we 

spoke about which characters would most likely be racist or discriminate against those who identify as 

LGBTQ+. There were also discussions about separating the characters and story from the real life in order 



 
 

 

to find a healthy way of acting out interactions with discrimination. If someone needed a break in the 

intense moments, we would take a break, have a discussion, or move onto another scene while that person 

took their time.  

We then discussed the kinds of societal pressures that kids the age of their actors could be facing, 

such as trauma from physical or sexual abuse, bullying, and fitting in. I sat down with the actress that 

played Anne and we discussed how we were going to keep the idea that Anne had been physically abused 

by Mr. Hammond, which helped intensify the scene where Mrs. Blewett tried to adopt Anne. The actress 

playing Josie also discussed how she kept the pressures of her mother as part of her background. We 

discussed that her jealousy for Anne is due to the fact that Anne is a free spirit who can choose what she 

wants out of life, while Josie has to stick to her family’s plan. 

The female cast members and I also touched on how, in this world, women were treated and what 

the expectations for them were. We discussed how today, there is less pressure to be a housewife, but still 

a sense of having to compete with our male counterparts for respect and a pressure to be in a relationship. 

This fueled the actress who played Anne in moments where she was shown to be competing with Gilbert 

in classes or to win the Avery Scholarship at Queen’s Academy. Through the younger girls and Anne’s 

dialogue, we highlighted how girls are pressured from a young age to focus on boys. For example, at one 

point before class, Anne is asking where Diana is when another girl changes the topic to talk about how 

“irresistible” Gilbert is, and Anne disagrees. When she does so, the girl states that Anne probably likes 

Gilbert, to which Anne replies, “I’m not dead gone on Gilbert Blythe.” The actress and I worked to bring 

forth Anne’s frustration of having the topic changed to a boy when she was trying to do something more 

important. 

We also spoke extensively on the metonymies of the script. Matthew Cuthbert, who is one of the 

oldest characters in the show, tends to be the one who speaks the most antiquated terms, so the actor and I 

sat down to discuss that Prince Edward Island, where the story takes place, is a small island where 

Matthew grew up. When he was growing up, he helped his dad who was a farmer and thus, Matthew uses 



 
 

 

the terminology he grew up with. We worked on making the intention behind the words fit the modern 

vision, although the words did not fit. Similar discussions were held throughout the show in places where 

such terms were also used. 

Through these discussions about the world of the play and the experience of the themes, we were 

able to successfully draw in the audience. There were two performances and throughout both nights, the 

audience interacted accordingly with the different situations of the show. They were captivated and 

focused. The audience allowed themselves to be drawn into the world of Anne of Green Gables, the world 

that we brought to life. 

 

     



 
 

 

SELF-REFLECTION 

 My expectations going into this project was that I would learn how to correctly do extensive 

research in my field, directing, and be able to apply it into my work. I have learned how to manage time, 

as well as how to apply knowledge to physical work. Finding relevant and reliable articles was more of a 

challenge than expected, which led to it taking more time than expected. I was finally able to find some 

more relevant sources by broadening the topic I searched and then narrowing down the information I took 

to only what I needed. The last minute changes in my major were also a hoop to jump through, as it meant 

this project was done in six months instead of the usual year. Nonetheless, I succeeded in increasing my 

knowledge on the topics and was able to make a connection between the research and the performance. 

  I failed at making sure the knowledge was reflected as clearly as I would have liked. There are 

moments in the play where I would have liked the actors to really dive into their characters, intentions, 

and mindsets. I tried different techniques to get the actors to the point of understanding and character 

development I wanted, but I should have spent more time with each actor individually in order to guide 

them to see the world of a modern Green Gables clearer. Since I had spread myself thin, I did not have 

enough time to do so. In future projects, I will make sure to have less on my plate in order to have the 

time to really focus and dedicate time to the work. 

If I were to do this process again, I would allow myself more time for more research. I would 

have also liked to do my own surveys on campus of the topics discussed. For example, how many 

students in the CSU Theatre Department have dealt with trauma or physical abuse? Also, what percentage 

of the female CSU student body feels like they still have unjust pressures and expectations and what are 

they? If I had more time, I would have liked to write a modern version of this play, with it touching the 

subjects and themes I focused on. I may still do this as a future endeavor and this research would come in 

handy. This experience will also help me in the future as it has helped me grow as a researcher and 

director. I have learned how to connect the two and which techniques for each work for me in different 

situations.  
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Abstract 

 The modern business landscape has drastically shifted in today’s society. Modern businesses have 

had to adapt to this trend by branching out into the media world. This includes things like content creation 

and social media curation. This work focuses specifically on the Columbus River Dragons, a Federal 

Prospects Hockey League (FPHL) team, and their approach to, and understanding of, the place of a 

business in society today. 
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Introduction 

 An advertisement here, a post there, and a giveaway somewhere else. These are only a few of the aspects I considered 

going into this documentary. What I left with was an understanding of a concept I had never given much credence to. Modern 

organizations have had to adapt on a level that often goes unnoticed. 

 Through my exploration of this topic, I have highlighted not only the breadth of work that this process involves but also 

the importance of its impact. Originally, I viewed the world of organizations in the media world as largely superficial. What 

reigns true instead is the development of focused and effective media content is anything but superficial. 

 Essentially, what I aimed to do with this documentary was highlight the modern evolution of organizations within 

society. Many people, myself included, have viewed these organizations and their content as nothing more than nuisances or 

time wasters. What is taken for granted in these situations is the impact of even the most personally disconnected of content. 

Some serve as a gateway while others appeal to niche audiences, and some are simply reminders. I think these distinctions and 

understanding their significance showcases not only an understanding of the consumer world but of the world of entertainment 

as well. 

 The approach I have taken with the Columbus River Dragons showcases this concept in a depth often overlooked with 

larger organizations. By bringing things down to a local level I have been able to highlight what is often a thankless experience. 

Without the tireless effort of media and content creation professionals many brands likely would have fallen off years ago. This 

journal showcases my thoughts and experiences as I learned these concepts firsthand and synthesized them into one collective 

piece. Its implications, while stated, are still open to further interpretation and development. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Journal 

 This journal consists of thoughts, developments, and perspectives that I have understood and written as I work. This 

follows a stream of consciousness approach. 

 

September 19 - September 25 

• Foundational documentary completed for Video Production. 

• Dr. Getz and I discuss changes to incorporate into the documentary. I will begin implementing these over the coming 

weeks. 

• I am trying to fine tune the balance between sports hype and academic seriousness. Somewhat difficult as it is quite new 

to me and there is a large clash of concept and content. 

 

Dr. Getz suggested that I watch sports-based documentaries to get a feel for the balance I am looking for. Luckily, I had 

actually started a series like this a few weeks ago. I have been watching Dark Side of the Ring by Jason Eisener on Hulu. This 

series was done under the Vice production company and focuses on some of some of the bad business and sad events that 

occurred within the WWE/WWF and other wrestling companies (Vice Studios Canada, 2019). The most recent episode that 

really caught my attention focused on the story of Chris Benoit. A once celebrated wrestler whose life and career ended with a 

horrendous act of violence that he carried out after a serious mental health crisis stemming from the death of his friend and 

fellow wrestler Eddie Guerrero. This docuseries does an incredible job balancing the seriousness of the situation while still 

playing into the hype and energy of professional wrestling. It is an incredibly difficult balance to find, especially in their case, 

but doing so feels necessary for this kind of piece. 

 

 

September 26-October 2 

• I’ve made some of the changes Dr. Getz and I discussed. The introduction of the piece is giving me slightly more trouble 

than expected. Finding that balance I mentioned earlier is hardest here. 



 
 

 

• The introduction is a subversion of expectations as it starts with a “mic drop” type of quote and shifts into high energy 

hockey highlights. A high tempo piece of music serves as the soundtrack here, but I am having some issues finding a 

timing that I enjoy. 

  

Introducing this dichotomy early is important for establishing the proper tone. Think of any genre bending movie. A 

comedy with a serious backdrop, a horror with a comedic cast, or even a drama with a nonsensical plot. These pieces take 

familiar elements and approach them in a way that diverges from the typical. However, this then presents a challenge of balance. 

Lean too far in either direction and the piece may lose its efficacy or portray a tone inconsistent with the original vision. This is 

the same challenge I face now. If I utilize too much high pace action, I lose some of the staying power of my main message 

while if I keep things too academic it will feel too slow. Essentially, I almost want it to feel like learning at a hockey game. 

 

October 3 - October 9 

• Dr. Getz and I have begun to focus more on our next step. 

• We have decided that now is the time to move forward with more in-depth thesis work which starts with a meeting that 

includes Ms. Jones. I will work on getting this scheduled.  

• We then discuss some general marketing approaches and how these play into our worlds as creatives. 

• For me, advertising is not necessarily my strong suit. I understand it, but applying it is tricky. There is a disconnect 

somewhere that makes me have trouble creating advertisements. I am not creating any, however that lack of 

understanding makes applying knowledge about it more difficult. 

 

Sports marketing and advertisements are a hard thing to grasp for me. I have also seen things like the Super Bowl 

advertisements that many look forward to every year. However, when it comes to things like Facebook and Twitter, I have a hard 

time grasping how effective it is to gauge those platforms and their impact. In my research I have found that customer 

engagement is incredibly important for “sports marketing practitioners” and “interactive or collaborative” engagement proves to 

be useful in gaining an understanding of what works and what does not (Manoli, 2017). Not everyone uses social media, so my 

understanding of this shows that connecting with and interacting with the active or vocal audience, if the group is large enough, 



 
 

 

provides a good metric to base content creation on. While connecting with everyone is almost impossible, the connections they 

do make are invaluable for developing brand recognition and connections. 

 

October 10 - October 16 

• I am working towards finishing more of my adjustments to the documentary. This has been slow going as of late due to a 

lack of creative drive at this time. Working with so much footage and attempting to fine tune it can be incredibly tedious 

at times. 

• I have been moving pieces around recutting some shots. Progress is going well. 

• This process is always heavily involved for me and as a creative I can say it is not for everyone. Shooting, editing, and 

working with all of this content can be draining but I have become decently skilled in the field and derive satisfaction 

from it. This week has shown me how far I have come in the development of my skills and makes me glad to have the 

opportunity. 

 

 The workflow of a creative is not one that everyone can manage. Of course, work ethic and flow from person to person 

but creative work is not something that can always be done. What I mean is, I cannot force myself to be creative effectively. The 

drive and inspiration come and go. Technically, it can be slightly forced or enticed, but this can lead to burnout and an overall 

lesser quality of work if my heart is not in it. Forced creativity, while creative, is not sustainable and often does more harm than 

good. For me, this is an incredibly hard balance to find. The combination of courses and this project take a toll creatively that can 

leave little room for creative endeavors in my personal life. 

 

October 17 - October 23 

• Our first meeting with Ms. Jones is this Thursday. I believe her marketing background can provide a lot for us as we 

move forward. 

• Our meeting went well. We touched on some foundational concepts of marketing and shared some local/personal aspects 

we could work with. 



 
 

 

• The Columbus Chatt-A-Hoots and Savannah Bananas do have an approach to business that is similar to the River 

Dragons. A focus on the excitement and spectacle of the sport and not necessarily the sport itself. Things like game day 

hot dogs, fans participating in games between periods, and overall fun. This draws in everyone, not just sports fans. At 

this level of play this is what really matters for many. 

 

That understanding of level and what fans want is what really separates the many forms and levels of organizations. The 

Harlem Globetrotters are a good example of this. They are all about the spectacle and fun instead of real competition. For the 

River Dragons this is somewhat applicable. The fun of hockey often comes first with competition as a close second. A member 

of a sports marketing firm in the UK summarizes it well by saying “American brands spreading American culture, spreading the 

American lifestyle” which captures a lot of what sports are now (Kaplan, 2014). In a broad sense this is one of the main 

accomplishments of many sports teams and organizations. Sponsorships and partnerships with other organizations means a need 

for advertisement which leads to the spreading of many different ideas. I think the concept of “spreading culture” is what sticks 

out the most here. Almost every advertisement or post created works as a way to spread culture in a sense. Every organization 

has a certain culture behind it and there really is no better platform for spreading this culture than a sporting event. Using these 

concepts to make the game seem a bit more lighthearted and fun then makes the brands seem this way as well. For instance, 

when facing a penalty, the Dragons are on a Houston Clinic Penalty Kill while when the opposing team is facing a penalty, the 

Dragons are on a Georgia Power Power Play. The announcer plays into this with an announcement that the crowd joins in on. A 

simple way to create a sense of community and enjoyment. 

 

October 24 - October 30 

• No meeting this week. I will instead provide an email update. 

• I created and shared a thesis workshop with Dr. Getz and Ms. Jones. This will help us home in on exactly what we want 

to showcase within my documentary. By working together and sharpening the thesis statement we can more effectively 

build our own understanding of our work as well. 



 
 

 

• Baseline thesis I created: The interconnected nature of society and technology has made it a necessity for modern 

businesses and organizations to become invested in the realm of media. This has fundamentally changed their 

approach to certain aspects of their operation and how they view themselves. 

 

 Creating a thesis like this helps ground our work. Instead of visualizing or thinking of our direction, developing an actual 

thesis helps cement our thoughts. In times of a block in focus or sense of direction I can refer back to this for a bit of inspiration 

or reassurance. While this may not always be the exact remedy for the issues I face, it does provide a foundation for the future. 

Two aspects of this thesis stand out as particularly helpful to me. Firstly, the notion of a society intertwined with technology is at 

the forefront of my work and thought process. This idea is really what started this journey and my research for this project. I 

grew up in this form of society and have only started to realize the repercussions and implications of its development. The 

second aspect comes from the view shift that companies have undergone. Before social media and technology evolved, the 

approach to business was almost both quite similar yet vastly different to today’s business. Things like community reputation 

and product quality have always been a focus but in today’s world a large amount of focus has also been placed on overall 

presence. While it obviously mattered before, due to a shift in focus that favors things like publicity and networking, establishing 

a presence online and locally has become more involved. 

 

October 31-November 6 

• I will largely be away from work this week due to vacation. However, I will be working on timeline revisions and if time 

permits, I will dive into the articles Dr. Getz shared with me. 

• Timeline revisions went slower than anticipated since I do not have access to the due dates for next semester. I will get 

these dates added in when I have access and will instead focus on more personal and flexible deadlines. 

 

Creating a timeline is surprisingly hard for me. There is something about creating and maintaining these commitments 

that causes me to struggle a bit. I am not sure how to describe it. I think it may stem from my inexplicable need to live my life a 

bit fast and loose in the sense that I dislike scheduling things. I often just handle things whenever I get around to it which works 

both to my favor and detriment. It is a strange feeling to describe but I often feel I need a certain level of pressure to produce my 



 
 

 

best work. Lazy? Maybe. Ill-advised? Probably. However, as odd and ineffective as it may seem it has always worked for me. I 

have tried to fight against it but I just never seem to get the right rhythm and this project has been more of the same. 

 

November 7 - November 13 

• No meeting this week.  

• I am focusing on a separate project this week that may help inform some decisions regarding my thesis work. 

• This project focuses on how the environment and how it is presented in film affects forms of communication. These 

types of communication range from a communication of message between director and audience to the communication 

between characters. 

• As I work through this project, I focus on three different genres: action, comedy, and horror. These genres use similar 

techniques in vastly different ways to adapt their messages in a way that completely changes the emotions associated 

with them. 

 

 This project presents an interesting look into some of the nuances of filmmaking. While my piece is a documentary, and 

this concept applies slightly more to fiction, this information still holds a lot of value and can be applied in interesting ways. The 

presentation of an environment or location has just as much impact as the environment itself. For instance, a jungle can be 

displayed as an unknown, full of creatures that could hurt someone in an instant and slip back into the camouflage of the foliage. 

On the other hand, it can be seen as a beautiful and enticing piece of nature that encapsulates the diversity of this planet. This 

technique of framing presents a lot of room for creative interpretation and presentation. I can apply the same techniques in my 

work. For instance, I could focus on more of the mental game of hockey with the highlights I choose being focused on trash talk 

and fake plays or I can focus on the spectacle of the game with fights and goals scored. In the case of my documentary, the latter 

is likely the proper choice due to academic accompaniment. It allows for breaks in the minutia of learning by showcasing 

something more visceral. 

 

 



 
 

 

 

November 14 - November 20 

• This week has largely been dedicated to article reading in terms of thesis work. I focused on the two Dr. Getz shared 

with me. These center around the Elaboration Likelihood Model. 

• In terms of other work, I presented the project from last week. I gained insight on communication as a whole that I will 

be incorporating into my future work. 

• The two articles are written by Richard Petty and John Cacioppo. 

• The Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) focuses on the way individuals process things they see such as 

advertisements. If the information is important to them, they pay attention to the content of the argument or information 

which is central processing. On the other hand, when the information is not relevant or important to a viewer they tend to 

focus more on the presentation. This is peripheral processing. 

• This processing changes over time as people mature and develop different opinions. In the same vein, this is also 

affected by the ability of an individual to process the information. For example, I know nothing about quantum physics 

and do not care much about it. I would likely have no idea what a presentation about this topic would include and I likely 

would not understand any of the information. Instead, I would focus on the presenter and their attitude. 

• The many factors deciding if a person goes the peripheral or central route can be manipulated to shift their view one way 

or the other. 

• The types of processing are at the core of persuasion and inform any attempts to persuade. 

o Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1984, January 1). Source factors and the elaboration likelihood model of 

persuasion: ACR. ACR North American Advances. Retrieved November 14, 2021, from 

https://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/6328/.  

o Petty, R. E., & Cacioppo, J. T. (1986). The elaboration likelihood model of persuasion. Richard Petty. Retrieved 

November 14, 2021, from https://richardepetty.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/1986-advances-

pettycacioppo.pdf.  

• Diving deeper into this concept than I had previously has helped me better understand not only what the River Dragons 

do but also how I am presenting my work as well. The River Dragons want people who are not interested in hockey to 



 
 

 

latch onto their marketing. Hockey fans are obviously desired, but they already have a reason to attend. By making 

everything seem fun and personable they are then able to catch those uninterested in hockey itself who are looking for a 

good time. 

• My documentary is following a similar approach as I have to appeal to multiple audiences. I have those interested in the 

depth of my research, those interested in hockey, and those interested in the media. By balancing many different sets of 

content and approaches I create a sort of catch all piece. This can be a hard line to walk as I may lean too heavily into 

hockey and lose the academic aspect or vice versa. In my case all these facets are vital to the overall success and efficacy 

of my documentary. 

 

 Getting through research-based articles is always difficult for me. I have a hard time focusing on them and processing 

the information. This seems to be due to being required to read some of these articles for other courses. I have had to read 

incredibly long journals, or articles, that pertain to a topic I have little interest in. It is not even necessarily an aversion to reading 

either. I can read about things I care about for hours on end but give me a scholarly article on the development of the wind 

turbine and I can promise I will likely never finish reading it. That being said, getting through these pieces suggested by Dr. Getz 

was a struggle. However, eventually I made my journey into them. The knowledge I gained was definitely useful, but it was a 

struggle to acquire. 

 

November 21 - November 27 

• This week has been a great decompression week for me. I have taken a step back for now to help prevent burnout. 

 

 Knowing when to take a break as a creative is incredibly important. The concept of the tormented artist is often touched 

upon when considering this. Some creative people, myself included, have faced some forms of mental anguish within their lives 

that may act as fuel or inspiration for their work. This allows for impactful work to be created but also presents a dangerous 

precedent for the work. Becoming too absorbed within a piece can be incredibly detrimental not only to mental health but 

physical health as well. Taking a step back when needed allows for a decompression of the mind and alleviation of stress or 



 
 

 

anxiety. Without this many creatives can spiral into a crash. These crashes can vary in severity but ultimately avoiding them is 

better than hoping for a small one. 

 

November 28 - December 4 

• I have worked through more of the main edits for the project but creatively I am feeling very tired. 

• I am going to finish a few more edits before taking a break. 

• Creatively this has been draining for me. With a break between semesters coming up, I plan to focus on recharging and 

will pick back up with the project once the semester starts. 

 

I had not considered how this creative drain may apply to the work these people do. Content creation is draining, and I 

cannot imagine how much more cumbersome it is at an organizational level. It is especially interesting to consider this when it 

has been found that "social media usage is positively related to job burnout” and content creation jobs are directly involved with 

social media (Han et al., 2020). A key aspect of this job has been proven to cause a level of burnout. To me, this is baffling. The 

amount of content creation I undertake is much lower than these creative professionals and I still feel quite burnout. I can only 

imagine the level of fatigue they must feel. It is astounding to consider something like this and has increased my appreciation for 

this work. At one point in my life, I would have scoffed at many advertisements and social media posts but now I feel a sense of 

professional attachment in a way. 

 

February 13 - February 19 

• Due to busy schedules, Dr. Getz and I have not been able to start our meetings again and I have had little time to work 

on my edits. 

• We will be meeting this Thursday to get things back on track. 

• Our meeting went well, and we have started to focus on the organizational aspects, like defense scheduling, for now. 

 

 The dreaded scheduling conflicts play both a role in my work but the world I am researching as well. People have busy 

schedules, and when busy people work together it can be a nightmare trying to find common times of availability. Dr. Getz and I 



 
 

 

experienced a bit of this recently due to his work as a professor and creative professional and my work as a student. However, it 

does help me gain some perspective when applying this concept to my thoughts and research of media and businesses. 

Scheduling is a key factor in this business process that often goes overlooked. I personally had not even considered it until 

recently. Every single aspect of this media business at a foundational level highlights an intense focus on scheduling. This comes 

both from working on the media and deciding when to post it. Trends can come and go at the drop of a hat and capitalizing on 

these windows of opportunity requires careful planning. Post too late and the work falls flat, post too early and you may only get 

the attention of early adopters. Content creation is much more than just understanding how to effectively apply creativity to 

business as an understanding of contextual timing matters greatly. 

 

February 20 - February 26 

• I have reached out about scheduling and will check my schedule as well. 

• This week has been busy for me with work for the Communication Exit Assessment and Podcasting. 

• I will be picking back up with more focused editing when my schedule clears. For now, I am targeting more minor edits. 

 

This week I have been thinking a bit about the role of social media in everyday life. It has become such a large part of 

both many people’s private and professional lives while being used to “establish professional accounts to communicate ideas, 

disseminate shared learning, foster collaborations and drive patient and public involvement” by organizations and people alike 

(Siau et al., 2020). Communication and social media are both centered around the idea of connection. Sharing both ideas and 

interactions with an audience presents an opportunity for growth. That is what much of the content many organizations are 

producing represents. By fostering a connection between audience and creator, these organizations allow themselves to grow 

with the help of their audience. This can vary between things like word of mouth or a retweet. As time goes on, I think this 

connection between media and everyday life is only going to deepen. 

 

February 27 - March 5 

• The minor edits have been going well but due to unforeseen circumstances in my personal life, I have been held back a 

bit. 



 
 

 

• This is the nature of creative projects like these. I cannot force myself to be creative without compromising my work and 

life quality. 

• I may have to request an extension on the draft if I face any more challenges. 

 

 Creative projects, like many others, come with many ups and downs. Much like knowing when to take a break it is also 

important to know when you must have more time. As a creative, when working with clients it is important to work in a timely 

manner to provide them with content within a reasonable time frame. However, things do not always go to plan as life is often 

unpredictable. This then presents a hard path to follow. Should I compromise my own wellbeing for the sake of my work or 

instead try to extend the deadline to allow myself more time. The sad truth of the matter is sometimes a deadline extension is not 

possible. This means suffering through the challenge to create good work. While not ideal, sometimes it is necessary, but 

understanding the limits of the creative mind and taking extra time or a step back is more important than work. 

 

March 6 - March 12 

• I have decided to request an extension by a week, so I do not have to stretch myself too thin. 

• Dr. Getz and I had a conversation about the future of the project that helps quite a lot. The draft will be split into three 

parts. This journal, the original documentary, and the additional interview footage I will implement in the coming weeks. 

• This allows for committee discussion about how to implement the new footage into the original. 

• We both understand that creative projects like these are ever evolving so this approach makes the most sense. 

 

 Much like my project and its constant evolution, social media is also constantly changing. This is because of the 

“constant innovation taking place on both the technology side and the user/consumer side” leading to a need for content 

adaptation as well (Appel et al., 2019). With a constant shift of focus, the approach to content is going to inevitably change. It 

often reflects not only the tastes of the audience but also their expectations. It is a similar phenomenon to horror movies. A 

horror movie from the 1970s is often going to seem a bit campy in comparison to modern day horror. This is due to the audience 

expecting more horror and a different approach with the release of every new movie. This is reflected in the same way with 

social media content. People expect catchier tunes, prettier pictures, and funnier skits. More begets more. 



 
 

 

 

March 13 - March 19 

• I am working through my major edits such as, reworking soundbites and updating my b-roll.  

• This is a tough process, but I have been able to get back into the rhythm of the editing process and my creative levels 

have been on the rise as well. 

• Working through the footage for the expansion has been intriguing. With some new knowledge and context, I have 

found new ways to utilize soundbites I originally did not have a use for. 

• The draft should be ready Thursday or Friday of this week. To be honest I still feel a bit sluggish in my work, but I need 

to push through. 

 

 This week presented an instance in which I had to really push myself to get work done. Creatively I have been drained 

and that level rises slowly for me. To put it simply, I feel like I am running on fumes. There is enough there to get the spark I 

need but it takes time to light. Finding my stride in times like these is important but even then, at the end of some of my editing 

sessions I feel like curling up in a ball and just passing out. Not necessarily from physical exhaustion but largely from mental 

exhaustion. With the end of my college career rapidly approaching, the pressure is on. I have work to handle and a future to plan 

for. This is especially troubling considering the likelihood of my education continuing with graduate school. However, I do find 

comfort knowing that the work I am doing now will prepare me for the challenges ahead. This project is a steppingstone for me 

and the largest I have ever worked on. 

 

April 17 - April 23 

• As I have drawn nearer to the end of this process, I have found the need for updates to dwindle. 

• I have met with Dr. Getz about the expansions and getting things ready for the defense. 

• Burnout has started to set in, but I will push through. 

• I have a presentation at Tower Day this Friday that covers my thesis work. It should serve as a good practice run. 

 



 
 

 

The Tower Day presentation served as good practice for me. I felt confident in everything I presented and as Dr. Getz 

has told me before “no one knows this project better than” me. It is hard for me to believe how far I have come with this project. 

I feel different than I did when I started and not just in the usual ways. For the first time in a long time, I really feel like I am 

walking away from a project with meaningful knowledge. Maybe it comes from the amount of work or maybe it comes from the 

experience. Ultimately, I do not know for sure. Either way, I feel confident that I will leave this process with more than I had 

when I started.  

 

April 24 - April 30 

• The big day is almost here, the 27th marks the date of my defense. 

• My week will be incredibly busy. My exit assessment is Tuesday and with finals and a few other presentations this week, 

finding the motivation to work has been difficult. 

• Dr. Getz and Ms. Jones have assured me that my work is good, and I have all but secured a successful defense. 

• This is comforting but I am nervous, nevertheless. 

• I will have everything finalized by Monday morning and prepare for my presentation Wednesday. 

• As I make these final edits and journal entries it really hits me that I have come a long way. My editing style has 

improved and evolved which has made things easier for me but as with any creative field, I will always have room to 

grow and improve. 

• This has been a huge commitment for me that has cut into my time. For instance, I have written these last few entries 

while attending a hockey game where my team of focus, the Columbus River Dragons, is playing.  

 

Being at the end of the line for this project has left me with mixed emotions. While being done with this work is very 

freeing, I feel a bit lost in terms of where I will go from here. Moving on to my next big venture sounds both scary and intriguing 

but ultimately, I cannot say which feeling comes in a stronger form. Hopefully, in my future endeavors I can utilize the things I 

have learned on this journey. This has far and away been the largest and most difficult project I have worked on in my creative 

work. I feel a sense of accomplishment but as with all my projects, a bit of imposter syndrome sits in the back of my mind. 



 
 

 

However, with the support group I have had behind me, these feelings are eased by their kind words and reassurances. 

Ultimately, this project and experience are things I will look back on fondly. 

 

Closing 

 In bringing not only this journal but this project to an end I hope to have humanized the world of organizational content 

and media while simultaneously explaining its necessity. The ability to effectively create and disseminate impactful content has 

become vital for any modern business. Without it, many may fail or simply wither with the passage of time. The 

interconnectedness of technology and society has made this the reality. 

 Adaptation has been at the forefront of any successful venture and what I have focused on here is no exception. Adapting 

not only to a target audience but to an ever-evolving social climate is a challenge every organization must confront. In the work I 

have done here this has been the overarching message. What many often miss in the background is what allows the visible work 

to shine. Behind every successful video, post, or advertisement there is a team of people working to make a connection. 

 Connections and communication are a staple in the interconnected world of modern business. What I have learned about 

this concept specifically is that even the simplest of media creations are filled with a level of nuance and purpose that rivals even 

full-length novels or films. While these works are on a much larger scale, the density of this organizational media cannot be 

underestimated. Every frame, quote, and design decision reflects an understanding and look into the development and care that 

these multimedia projects require.  

 In closing, this project represents a culmination of efforts not only by me but of the larger branching world of content 

creation. Every piece has a function, and every function is chosen with care. While many may view the social media posts of an 

organization as a faceless conglomerate chasing profit, what the efforts showcase on a more nuanced level is a careful crafting of 

messages meant to bridge the gap between individuals and masses. Moving forward, remember that this work not only represents 

a simple “ad” but an opportunity for understanding the significance of outreach. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
Over fourteen percent of all public school students receive special education services under the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, and more students are served under Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973. Studies show that these students are underrepresented among students in 

secondary music classes (Hoffman, 2011; Elpus, 2014), and secondary music teachers are underprepared 

to teach students with disabilities (Colwell & Thompson, 2000). There are general special education 

strategies and music-specific teaching strategies that can be employed in the secondary music classroom 

that can accommodate these students. Many of these instructional strategies benefit students with different 

disabilities, as well as students without disabilities. Incorporating these instructional strategies into daily 

lesson plans can benefit all students in the secondary music classroom and help create a more inclusive 

and welcoming environment. 
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Introduction 
 

The purpose of this thesis is to research special education in music education, specifically in 

secondary band classes. Currently, students with disabilities are underrepresented among students in 

secondary music classes, and studies show that their teachers are underprepared to teach them. This thesis 

will research instructional strategies that can be used in the secondary band classroom to benefit students 

with disabilities in order to help teachers better serve their students. Incorporating these instructional 

strategies could help create a more inclusive and welcoming environment for all students. 

Special Education Background 
 

Educational rights for children with disabilities in the United States progressed between the mid-

1960s and 1975, towards the end of the civil rights movement (Martin, E., Martin R., & Terman, 1996). In 

1975, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act was passed, providing funding to schools for 

students with disabilities (Kelly, 2019). This act marked a change in the attitude of education for children 

with disabilities. Before this, students with disabilities were denied enrollment to schools because school 

administrators could deem them 

“uneducable” (Martin et al., 1996). Federal courts ruled that schools could not discriminate on the 
 

basis of disability, citing similar court cases related to discrimination like Brown v. Board of Education 

(1954) and the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment (U.S. Const. amend. XIV, § 1). 

Additionally, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 stated that any federally funded agency, 

including schools, must provide services to and end discrimination against people with disabilities (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2010). The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 also expanded upon the 

rights of people with disabilities and sought to 



  
 

 

end more discriminatory practices. Today, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is 

commonly referenced, which is based off of The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (Kelly, 

2019). 

IDEA provides federal funding for special education and related services to students with 

disabilities who meet the distinct criteria for eligibility in one of thirteen categories of disability, 

(Individuals With Disabilities Education Act, 2004). These categories include (1) autism, (2) specific 

learning disability, (3) speech or language impairments, (4) emotional disturbance, (5) traumatic brain 

injury, (6) visual impairment, (7) hearing impairment, (8) deafness, (9) mental 

retardation, (10) deaf-blindness, (11) multiple disabilities, (12) orthopedic impairment, and (13) other 

health impairment (Individuals With Disabilities Education Act, 2004). Attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder (ADHD) is not classified as a distinct category under IDEA, but is sometimes classified under 

the thirteenth category of other health impairment. To be eligible for services under IDEA, a student must 

have one or more of the thirteen listed disabilities and have it adversely affect their educational 

performance. 

IDEA’s goal is to provide a free appropriate public education (FAPE) to students with disabilities 

(Murawski & Scott, 2017). FAPE includes educating children in the least restrictive environment (LRE). 

FAPE suggests placing students with disabilities with their typically developing peers in the general 

classroom “to the maximum extent possible” in order to best provide the LRE (Murawski & Scott, 2017, 

p. 322). In the 2019-2020 school year, 7.3 million students ages 3-21, 14 percent of all students in public 

schools, received special education services under IDEA (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). 

Additionally, researchers have found that 96 percent of all students with disabilities are educated with 

their typically 



  
 

 

developing peers at some point during their typical school day (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). As of fall 2018, 

over 64 percent of students with disabilities eligible under IDEA spent 80 percent or more of their school 

time in general classes (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). 

These findings suggest that the many students with disabilities spend the majority of their day in general 

education classes. 

In order to promote student success in these general education classes, IDEA requires 
 

students to have an Individualized Educational Program (IEP). For an IEP, a team is created of teachers, 

school professionals, the student, and their parents. This team meets to create a plan that will help provide 

support to meet the student’s educational needs and make appropriate progress in each of their classes 

(Murawski & Scott, 2017). An IEP itself is a legal document that describes each student's strengths and 

weaknesses, learning goals and objectives, and accommodations and modifications needed to meet these 

goals (Kelly, 2019). For each student in a music class, their IEP may contain specific objectives and 

strategies that are unique to the music class to help them meet their learning goals (Kelly, 2019). 

Some students with disabilities outside of one of the 13 IDEA disability categories are not served 

under IDEA but may be served under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 instead (deBettencourt, 

2002). While IDEA is a federal education statute, Section 504 is a federal civil rights law that prohibits the 

discrimination of people with disabilities (deBettencourt, 2002). 

Section 504 protects any “individual with a significant disability…who has a severe physical or mental 

impairment which seriously limits one or more functional capacities” (U.S. Department of Education, 

2010). Because Section 504 has a much more broad definition, students who are not served under IDEA 

may be protected under Section 504. Students who are served under Section 



  
 

 

504 include, but are not limited to, those with “permanent or temporary medical conditions, such as 

asthma, HIV, diabetes, cancer, [a] broken leg, behavior problems, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 

(ADHD), [or] addiction to drugs or alcohol” (Adamek & Darrow, 2018, p. 47). Unlike IDEA that provides 

federal funding, schools do not receive funding for students protected under Section 504 (Individuals With 

Disabilities Education Act, 2004 & U.S. Department of Education, 2010). Similar to how students who are 

served under IDEA have IEPs, students under Section 504 have 504 plans that explain accommodations or 

modifications to help them be more successful in school. 

Students served under IDEA and Section 504 may need accommodations and modifications to 

help support their progress. Accommodations are services or supports given to students that do not change 

the learning objective or assignment (Kelly, 2019). Modifications are changes made to the curriculum or 

outcome because an accommodation alone does not help the student (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). Both 

accommodations and modifications are adjustments made to support students' success; accommodations 

allow the task to stay the same, while modifications alter the task. For example, an accommodation for a 

student might be allowing extra time for them to complete an assignment, whereas, a modification may be 

allowing the student to write an outline rather than a whole essay. Since music educators will most likely 

have students in their classes who are served under IDEA and/or Section 504, accommodations and 

modifications will be necessary for these students to be successful in the music classroom. 

Music in Special Education 
 

Historically, music has been a part of special education as far back as the 1800s, when people 

used music to diagnose speech and hearing problems (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). Music 



  
 

 

was also used to educate children who were physically or intellectually disabled, including students who 

were blind or deaf. Specifically, singing was used to improve speech and articulation abilities. Music 

education for students with disabilities also included rhythm activities, instrument playing, and music 

listening (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). 

Now, music is also used as a form of therapy and can be used in this way in a general classroom 

with all students or in a music class for only students with disabilities. Adamek and Darrow (2018) define 

music therapy as “the use of music to achieve non-music goals and it can address students’ development 

in cognitive, behavioral, physical, emotional, social, and communication domains” (p. 148). Music 

education can be beneficial for all students, but it can especially benefit students with disabilities both 

musically and non-musically. While music education can teach students musical skills, it can also help 

teach emotional and social skills. 

Typically, elementary students, including students with disabilities, attend general music classes. 

Whereas, in middle and high school, students normally are able to choose if they would like to take a 

music class. Because over 14 percent of students across the country are served under IDEA, middle and 

high school music classes are also bound to include some students with disabilities. However, recently 

researchers have discovered that fewer students with disabilities take music in middle or high school 

(Hoffman, 2011). In fact, only 6.8 percent of students in instrumental ensembles, including band, received 

special education services (Hoffman, 2011). 

Likewise, Elpus (2014) found that “public school students receiving special education services under an 

IEP were underrepresented among music students” (p. 225). The lack of students with disabilities in 

music classes could be due to middle and high school music teachers not feeling prepared to teach 

students with special needs. In a study investigating collegiate music education 



  
 

 

programs, Colwell & Thompson (2000) found that only 74 percent of schools offered a special education 

course to music education majors. Of those schools, only 86 percent of them required music education 

majors to take a special education course (Colwell & Thompson, 2000). 

Additionally, out of 140 special education courses, only 30 of them contained music specific content, and 

only 43 percent of the music specific special education courses were required to be taken by music 

education majors (Colwell & Thompson, 2000). 

Most music educators will teach a student with a disability at some point in their career. However, 

since not all music educators are required to take a special education course and even fewer take music-

specific special education courses, teachers should have access to resources regarding teaching students 

with disabilities in the music classroom. Since fewer students with disabilities take music classes in 

middle or high school, possibly due to music educators being underprepared to teach students with special 

needs, this paper focuses on secondary band educator resources. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to 

explore different accommodations and modifications that can be made in the secondary band classroom 

and compile a list of resources and ideas for current and future music teachers. 

Music-Specific Teaching Strategies and Accommodations 
 

The following ideas are specific instructional strategies that have been compiled from multiple 

teaching resources. Band directors can reference this list for more music-specific ideas that help students 

with and without disabilities who are struggling in their classes. These strategies will also be mentioned 

later in this paper as techniques to help students with specific disabilities. 



  
 

 

Color coding is an accommodation that can be easily made for any student (Allan, 2021; Lapka, 

2011; Rogelstad, 2019). Color coding percussion parts that may be complicated for students to tell when 

or what they are supposed to play can help students identify their parts. 

Color coding can also be utilized for students who play any instrument. For instance, teachers can 

highlight certain parts they want students to play if simplifying their parts in a piece. They can also color 

code notes for students if they have difficulty identifying note names (e.g., all B’s could be blue, all G’s 

could be green, etc). 

Labeling instruments with stickers is another easy technique that does not draw attention to the 

accommodation itself. Putting stickers on the keys where students’ hands come into contact with the 

instrument is an easy way to help students with motor skills issues remember how to hold their 

instruments (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). This technique can also be useful for percussionists to aid 

students in remembering note names. For this, teachers can label notes on a mallet instrument by writing 

note names on blue painters tape and taping them to the individual bars. 

Chunking is an instructional strategy that is particularly helpful for all students in the band 

classroom (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). Chunking involves taking a piece of music, breaking it down into 

small sections, and breaking those sections down into individual steps. Then, teachers use scaffolding to 

build back from the individual steps to playing the entire piece. For example, students may have a 

rhythmically and technically challenging section in their music. First, teachers would have students only 

count the rhythm of this section. Then, they may play the rhythm on a single pitch. After students are 

successfully playing the rhythm on one pitch, they can add in the rest of the pitches. After the students are 

able to play the rhythm on the correct pitches, 



  
 

 

the teacher would add it back into the context of the piece. This process may also include taking a section 

at a slower tempo, if necessary, and then building up to the original tempo. 

Allan (2021) suggests simplifying movement and instrumental parts for students who become 

overwhelmed in band class. Teachers can omit certain sections of students’ music or rewrite certain 

sections to have a simpler part so students can still participate and play their music. Using simplified 

movements and parts will help students stay engaged but not exclude them from music-making. 

Another simple way to be inclusive in the band classroom is to adjust the volume and tempo of 

musical activities (Allan, 2021). Students may become overwhelmed or overstimulated in a loud, fast-

paced environment. Quieter settings may be appropriate at times in the band classroom. Additionally, 

taking music and activities at a slower tempo may sometimes help students understand the content of their 

part and also allow them to grow more comfortable with their music (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Allan, 

2021). 

General Special Education Strategies Employed in the Music Classroom 
 

There are other non-music specific educational strategies that can be used to help students be more 

successful in the classroom. Although these strategies have been used in non-music environments, they 

may also be beneficial in music classes. These educational strategies and how they might be applied in a 

band classroom are outlined below. 

A teaching strategy that encompasses many of the practices outlined is differentiation. 
 

Differentiation involves adapting instruction and assignments to fit students’ needs (Murawski & Scott, 

2017). Murawski & Scott (2017) explained that teachers could differentiate instruction and assignments for 

students with disabilities by modifying the time, length, or task. Differentiation 



  
 

 

could also include giving students music that is color-coded or rewritten to meet students’ needs. Music 

teachers could also use differentiation by altering rhythm tests, playing tests, or music theory assignments 

given to students. 

Individual help for any student, especially those with disabilities, is always beneficial. Music 

teachers can help students in a one-on-one environment by either walking over to them during class or 

pulling students out of a group setting for individual attention. Lapka (2011) also suggested using cross 

age tutors—having older students helping younger students that play the same instrument. To add to this, 

Adamek and Darrow (2018) proposed having students work with peers in partners or small groups to help 

students who may be struggling with a certain aspect of their playing. In a band class, this can include 

having sectionals. 

Murawski and Scott (2017) explained that utilizing mnemonics is a strategy that could help 

students develop memory. Two mnemonics strategies that could easily be used in a band classroom 

include letter strategies and keyword strategies. Letter strategies include using acronyms, like those often 

used for learning note-naming in music (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Murawski & Scott, 2017). For 

example, when learning the note names for the treble clef staff lines, students may learn “every good boy 

deserves fudge” which correlate to the note names E, G, B, D, and F. Keyword strategies involve using 

keywords and visuals for new vocabulary (Murawski & Scott, 2017). In a band classroom, keyword 

strategies could be used while learning new music vocabulary such as dynamics. For instance, the 

dynamic ‘piano’ could be shown as someone making the “shhh” face to demonstrate that the dynamic 

‘piano’ is quiet. 

Murawski & Scott (2017) also explained that graphic organizers could help students with memory 

and comprehension skills. Graphic organizers are used to provide structure and group 



  
 

 

concepts into categories that can aid in student comprehension and memory. In the band classroom, 

students can organize music terms into different kinds of graphic organizers to help their understanding. 

Lastly, teachers can model acceptance and inclusion at all times in the classroom. Teachers can first 

learn as much as they can about all students' disabilities by researching and finding out what works for 

each individual student (Jellison, 2020). This includes finding out what strengths and interests each student 

has, and then emphasizing them to create opportunities for success in the classroom (Jellison, 2020). This 

will benefit all students by making everyone feel welcomed. Creating this positive environment results in a 

classroom that is conducive to learning. 

Disabilities in the Classroom 
 

This next section will individually address the most prevalent disabilities served under IDEA, 

possible challenges associated with them, and instructional strategies to assist directors with potential 

challenges. The National Center for Education Statistics reports the percentage distribution of disabilities 

for students served under IDEA in the 2019-2020 school year. As shown in Figure 1 below, the most 

prevalent disabilities among students include specific learning disabilities, speech or language 

impairment, other health impairment, autism spectrum disorder, developmental delay, intellectual 

disability, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, orthopedic impairment, and students with more 

than one disability. Since 9.4 percent of students have also been diagnosed with attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021) and it is sometimes classified 

under other health impairment served under IDEA, it has also been included in this paper. 



  
 

 

Figure 1 
 

Percentage Distribution of Students Served Under IDEA 
 
 

 

Note. This graph shows the percentage distribution of disabilities of students served under IDEA for the 

2019-2020 school year. Copyright 2021 by The National Center for Education Statistics. 

 
Specific Learning Disabilities and Intellectual Disabilities 

 
The largest group of students served under IDEA are those with a neurodevelopmental disability, 

which includes students with specific learning disabilities and intellectual disabilities (Adamek & Darrow, 

2018). A specific learning disability is classified as “a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological 

processes involved in understanding or using spoken or written language that may manifest itself in an 

imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, [or] spell” (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2021). An intellectual disability affects a student's ability to learn, problem solve, and reason, in addition to 

affecting other behavioral and social skills (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). Students with these 

neurodevelopmental disabilities may fight with attention, memory, and generalization issues (Adamek & 

Darrow, 2018). 



  
 

 

Students with a neurodevelopmental disability may struggle to pay attention to directions as well 

as during the general class activities. To combat this in the music classroom, teachers can give cues that 

remind students to look or listen when students’ attention is wandering away from the activity at hand. 

Music teachers can also incorporate activities into their lesson to keep students engaged while they are 

giving instruction to other students. An easy activity to incorporate is having students “air playing” their 

parts (i.e., holding their instruments and fingering notes silently). This activity could help ensure that 

students stay engaged, reinforce concepts, and give students less opportunities for their minds to wander 

(Allan, 2021). 

These students may also have trouble with remembering multi-step directions that are given 

during class, and struggle with short term memory and learning new concepts. Instead of giving multi-

step directions, teachers can give simple one or two-step directions so students can remember them easily 

and follow through with the task (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). In a band classroom, trouble with memory 

might cause students to face problems with learning their music in terms of notes or rhythms. To help with 

this, teachers can make students recall this information several times throughout a lesson and over a 

longer period of time. For example, in a band classroom, rhythm can be consistently taught. A review of 

rhythms could benefit all students instead of going over a certain rhythm just one time. 

Generalization refers to transferring skills or behaviors to other environments or activities. 
 

Struggling with generalization in the band classroom may present as students struggling to identify notes, 

rhythms, or other musical concepts in new music. A way to combat this is chunking, as referenced under 

music-specific teaching strategies. Murawski and Scott (2017) even suggest hiding a portion of the 

activity to help students feel more confident and less 



  
 

 

overwhelmed. In band, teachers could hand out a portion of the music to students and let them only focus 

on that section which would be less overwhelming than working on all of it at one time. 

Speech and Language Disabilities 
 

As stated before, 19 percent of students served under IDEA have a speech or language 

impairment. This communication disorder can challenge learning and engagement with peers in the 

classroom (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). Specifically, students can have difficulty understanding and using 

language, grammar, and vocabulary, pronunciation and articulation of language, or with usage of verbal 

and nonverbal language (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). 

It is important to note that not all students with these disorders need modifications; some may just 

need accommodations. Very similar to one of the teaching techniques suggested for students with autism 

spectrum disorder, teachers can use visual cues such as movements or gestures as well as pictures to give 

directions or share ideas (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). It is also suggested to speak slowly, if necessary, to 

students who have difficulty understanding language (Murawski & Scott, 2017). Similarly, when asking 

students questions, teachers should give ample time to answer the question so as to allow students the 

opportunity to think of and state their answer. Researchers have found that expressive music making can 

connect verbal ideas to nonverbal ideas and sounds and encourage receptive language skills (Adamek & 

Darrow, 2018). Autism Spectrum Disorder 

As reported by the National Center for Education Statistics, approximately 11 percent of students 

served under IDEA have autism or autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Music educator Amalia Allan (2021) 

reminds teachers that it is important to note that all students with autism 



  
 

 

have their own strengths and challenges, just like any other student, and no one is exactly the same. Thus, 

the same is true for students with autism in the music classroom. Some of these students may deal with 

challenges pertaining to social skills, communication, and behaviors (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). 

Some characteristics of ASD may display as avoidance of eye contact, difficulty understanding 

people's feelings, repetitive behaviors, and repetition of words or phrases (Jellison, 2020). In addition, 

some challenges may specifically manifest in the music classroom as not understanding nonverbal 

communication such as cues, facial expressions, or gestures (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Allan, 2021). 

These challenges may also display as inflexibility to a routine or pattern change, fixated interests, and 

sensory sensitivities to certain sounds, lightings, and textures (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Allan, 2021). 

Some students may also hyper fixate on a certain topic, whether it is music related or not (Allan, 2021). 

Students with ASD may also have difficulty with social interactions, such as partaking in group activities 

or projects during music class (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Allan, 2021). 

To aid in student understanding of procedures and rules in the classroom, researchers suggest 

using visuals and structure to describe the procedures and rules (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Allan, 2021). 

Teachers can do this by using drawings or pictures to illustrate the desired behavior and by acting out the 

behaviors to students. Adamek and Darrow (2018) explain that these simple visuals can help connect 

students to the task at hand. 

To combat inflexibility to routine or schedule changes, teachers can provide a schedule visible to 

every student, perhaps on the board in the front of the classroom where it can be easily seen. This way, 

students know what to expect each day as they are walking into the music 



  
 

 

classroom (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Allan, 2021). Providing a schedule for students instills a sense of 

routine while still allowing the teacher to vary class activities. 

If students seem to be getting overstimulated in band class, as it can get quite loud at times, Allan 

(2021) suggests that teachers adjust the volume of sound by turning the audio down or asking students to 

play softer. In addition to adjusting the volume, teachers can slow the tempo down to where students 

would be comfortable (Allan, 2021). In addition, teachers could provide alternative or adapted goals for 

students who become overstimulated, such as simplifying their music parts, giving the students smaller 

concrete tasks, or allowing the students to do work in a quieter setting (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). Then 

when students feel less overwhelmed, they can join the full group again. This technique keeps students 

engaged while still reinforcing musical concepts. 

Instead of letting students opt out of all group work and social interactions, Adamek and 
 

Darrow (2018) suggest including teaching techniques that encourage and teach social skills. These 

techniques involve using direct instruction to promote one-on-one peer interactions, asking students 

questions, teaching social skills through leisure activities, building community and friendships, and using 

positive behavioral supports. For instance, the teacher can direct students to turn to a partner and answer a 

question to initiate one-on-one peer interaction. Teachers can also ask students to answer questions that 

vary in difficulty to incorporate public speaking skills. 

Having students share stories with a partner or group that pertain to their interests of choice allows 

students with autism to share about their topic of hyper fixation, which encourages social skills and 

community building. Lastly, praising students for positive behaviors, whether it is 



  
 

 

verbal praise or a small note the teacher writes and hands to students thanking them for the positive 

behavior, helps create a positive welcoming environment. 

Behavior Disorders 
 

The National Center for Education Statistics reports that 5 percent of students served under IDEA 

have an emotional disturbance. These students can display behaviors that range from attention problems, 

difficulty expressing emotions and feelings, being argumentative, irritable, or angry, or even behaviors 

that affect others, such as bullying or threatening peers. These behaviors can manifest verbally, 

emotionally, and/or physically. 

Adamek and Darrow (2018) outline some strategies to help prevent disruptive behaviors in the 

classroom. These instructional strategies include giving well-defined, clear directions so students know 

exactly what they are supposed to be doing, eliminating misbehaviors created by confusion of rules. 

Teachers can also rephrase rules and class expectations to be positive “do” statements rather than “do 

not.” When using students’ names, students are less likely to misbehave because they know that their 

actions are not anonymous. In addition, rather than drawing attention to students for misbehaving, teachers 

can praise students who are displaying the desired behavior. All of these instructional strategies create a 

more positive learning environment where students do not feel singled out in the classroom. 

Kelly (2019) also explains that giving students opportunities to communicate and socialize 
 

with each other can improve relationships between and among students and teachers. These activities 

can include simple conversation among each other in addition to giving students a leadership role in 

the classroom (Kelly, 2019). Jellison (2020) suggests that giving students opportunities to be 

successful will benefit these students in the classroom. This positive 



  
 

 

interaction can reduce problem behaviors, improve attitudes about school, and make students feel 

welcomed (Kelly, 2019). 

Vision Loss 
 

There are several different levels of vision loss that students can have, and it varies from student to 

student. Students may have low vision; these students are not typically legally blind but still may need 

some changes in their classes (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). Some students who are functionally blind may 

use braille and text readers but may also be able to use their vision in some daily activities. Whereas, other 

students who are blind may have no useful visual sensory input and may rely on other senses. 

Based on the level of vision loss, certain modifications and accommodations can be made 
 

for students. Students with low vision may just need music given to them in large print so they can read it 

more easily (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Lapka, 2011; Rogelstad, 2019). Some students who are 

functionally blind and students who are blind may need their music part in Braille. 

However, some of these students may prefer to learn their part by rote by listening to recordings or their 

individual parts in pieces (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Allan, 2021; Lapka, 2011). In addition, Adamek and 

Darrow (2018) remind teachers that they should hand out parts to students in larger print and in Braille to 

students in advance, as these parts take more time to read and learn. Specific strategies to employ in the 

music classroom to aid students with vision loss include giving verbal directions instead of just written 

ones, using proximity so students may see the teacher or activities better, using darker color markers on a 

light background to distinguish the markings making them easier to see, and providing recordings to 

students in advance (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Allan, 2021; Lapka, 2011). 



  
 

 

Hearing Loss 
 

Similar to students with vision loss, students can also have varying levels of hearing loss. Music 

educator Nancy Williams (2016) stated that it is important to first understand a student’s hearing loss by 

figuring out if the loss includes certain pitches or pitch ranges, or a loss across all pitches. She explains 

that teachers should map students’ hearing loss on their individual instrument by figuring out the notes on 

their instrument that are encompassed in their hearing loss. After knowing which notes the loss contains, 

teachers can adapt the student’s part in the music or select appropriate repertoire for that student. 

Adamek and Darrow (2018) suggest reducing unnecessary sounds from other sources such as noise 

in hallways or outside the classroom, loud air conditioners or fans, and other noisy objects. They also 

propose changing the classroom environment to a setup that allows everyone to be easily seen. Students 

who have hearing loss may rely on being able to see those who are speaking on order to read lips and 

understand what is being said. Because of this, students with hearing loss should sit in a place where it is 

easy to see the teacher. During group activities, the students chould sit in a circle so all students can see 

everyone when they are speaking. Both of these classroom setups only work if the speaker is facing the 

rest of the class, which is crucial in order for students with hearing loss to be able to follow along with 

speakers. Lastly, Williams (2016) suggests a practice technique for students with a frequency range of 

hearing loss involving playing their part an octave higher or lower. Practicing music in a range that 

students can hear will help them feel how the music is supposed to sound and help make the connection to 

the music in the range in which they have a hearing loss. 



  
 

 

Physical Disabilities 
 

IDEA defines students with physical disabilities as those with orthopedic impairments. These can 

include students who are missing limbs, have impairments caused by disease, or have any impairment 

affecting motor skills (Adamek & Darrow, 2018). Students with physical disabilities will all have their 

own unique sets of needs; teachers may need to make adjustments to be inclusive of them. 

Typically, the adjustments needed to be made either involve adaptations in the environment or 

adaptations to instruments. For example, students in wheelchairs will need access to and around the music 

classroom, which includes access getting their instrument from storage and finding their spot in the 

ensemble seating. To incorporate this into the classroom setting, teachers must consider the physical 

space and layout of the classroom. Teachers may move around seating and ensure there are no stairs or 

steps into or out of the classroom to increase accessibility. Another way to ensure accessibility includes 

keeping backpacks and instrument cases either at the front of the classroom or next to a wall. This 

strategy allows the teacher and students to move freely around the classroom. 

Instrument adaptations can also be made for students. While some adaptations may need 
 

the assistance of a professional in that specific area, others can be relatively easy and cheap to make. 

Easier instrument adaptations include “touch-sensitive pads, Velcro straps, large knobs, stands to hold 

instruments, and color-coded systems” (Adamek & Darrow, 2018, p. 368). In fact, David Nabb is an 

example of someone who has an adapted instrument and continues his music career playing a one-handed 

saxophone (TEDxTalks, 2017). David Nabb explained that after suffering a stroke, he could no longer 

play his saxophone as he once had. After working with 



  
 

 

professionals, he had a one-handed saxophone developed so he could continue performing and teaching 

music at the collegiate level. 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
 

As stated previously, some students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) are 

served under IDEA, while others may be served under Section 504. The Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) (2021) estimated that 9.4 percent of children, over 6 million children, had been 

diagnosed with ADHD. In addition, the CDC (2021) also reported that over half of these students had “at 

least one other mental, emotional, or behavioral disorder.” However, the vast majority of these students, 

almost 9 out of every 10, receive school support and accommodations in the classroom (Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). 

Students with ADHD may face challenges such as paying attention in class and during activities. 

Other behaviors that students may display include avoiding school work, losing items, becoming 

disorganized, being forgetful of assignments, fidgeting, frequently moving around the classroom, and 

getting out of their seat and interrupting others (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, 2021). 

Some possible accommodations and instructional strategies to aid these students include extra 

time on tests and assignments, allowing breaks and time to move around the classroom, changing the 

classroom environment to limit distraction, and providing extra help with organization (Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). These students can also benefit from instructional strategies listed 

for students with other disabilities, such as reinforcing positive behavior with praise and utilizing 

technology with activities (Adamek & Darrow, 2018; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). 

Specifically, in band, students may struggle with 



  
 

 

remembering to bring their sheet music to class. A way to combat this is to keep a copy of that student’s 

music in the classroom in a particular location where the student can find their music. This strategy can 

help students stay organized and allow them to participate in class. 

Conclusions 
 

There are many instructional strategies that can help accommodate students with disabilities in 

the secondary band classroom. Special education strategies can be employed in the music classroom when 

adapted to fit the proper environment. All of the instructional strategies listed may also help accommodate 

students without disabilities, as most of them are effective teaching techniques. Using these instructional 

strategies can help music teachers accommodate their students' learning needs in their daily classes. 

Lesson plan examples employing these strategies can be found below. Incorporating these instructional 

strategies into daily lessons may help secondary band teachers make students feel more successful and 

welcomed in class and encourage students with disabilities to take music classes in middle and high 

school. 

I wrote this thesis while I was student teaching, and I found that these strategies are not 
 

only helpful for students with disabilities but also for students without disabilities. Most of these 

instructional techniques are just good teaching strategies. These techniques are easy to use in daily lesson 

plans and simple changes can make the largest impacts. Many of my percussion students keep their music 

in the band classroom to help with their organization. Some percussionists also improved their playing 

when we highlighted their parts so it was less confusing for them. Every student benefitted from chunking 

and this drastically improved their rhythm counting in their music. Students who often became 

overwhelmed in class found success after either quiet work breaks or group sectionals in a side room 

working in a less stimulating 



  
 

 

environment. Lastly, all students enjoyed getting to share about their weekend plans or positive news, and 

it seemed as though it nurtured some friendships in class. These instructional strategies benefitted all of my 

students musically and non-musically, as it fostered communication skills and friendships. 



  
 

 

Lesson Plans 
 

Lesson 1: “Rotation Stations” 

 
This lesson plan involves students working in groups and rotating around three stations in the band 

classroom. The three stations are: rhythmic counting, note naming, and matching music symbols to their 

correct names. Each of these stations can be adapted to include more advanced concepts and vocabulary to 

fit every student’s educational needs. 

 
 

Grade Level: Middle School or Beginning High School Band (can be adapted to use more advanced 

rhythms and music vocabulary) 

Unit Objective: Long-term goal 

Students will be able to perform short exercises altogether, in small groups, and individually with 

correct rhythmic counting, notes, and musical concepts. 

Lesson Objective(s): Daily goal 

Students will be able to count their assigned rhythms, identify notes on a treble and/or bass clef staff, and 

match music symbols to their correct names. 

Transfer of knowledge: How will students apply what they learn today to the Central Focus and 

beyond? 

Students will apply what they have learned about rhythm and note naming to the music they will play 

together in class and individually. Students will also begin identifying and incorporating new music 

concepts into their vocabulary and music performance. In addition, working together in small groups 

encourages teamwork and social skills that can be applied in 

other classes and in the community. 



  
 

 

 
Music vocabulary in this lesson: List any and all that apply 

 
Rhythm vocabulary: whole note, quarter note, half note, quarter rest, half rest, eighth note, eighth rest, 

sixteenth note, dotted quarter note 

Note naming vocabulary: treble clef, bass clef, staff, lines and spaces, acronyms for naming notes 

Music symbol vocabulary: treble clef, bass clef, staff, time signature, key signature, dynamics (piano, 

mezzo piano, mezzo forte, forte), crescendo, decrescendo, articulations (tenuto, accent, 

staccato) 

Georgia Performance Standards: List any and all that apply MSBB.PR.3 Read 

and identify elements of notated music. 

a) Identify and define standard notation symbols (e.g. pitch, rhythm, dynamics, tempo, 
articulation, expression). 

 
b) Define and describe the musical terms incorporated in the literature and identify key 

signatures. 
 

c) Demonstrate a steady beat, rhythms, and meters through a systematic counting procedure. 

Materials: List all materials for your lesson including websites and online materials 
 

Rhythm counting books (we used Winning Rhythms by Edward L. Ayola), computers for note 

naming on musictheory.net or laminated cards for note naming (included below), laminated sets of music 

symbols and their corresponding names (included below) 



  
 

 

 
Classroom Management Plan: What classroom management issues do you foresee with this lesson? 

What contingencies/procedures are in place for possible management challenges? 

Students may begin talking to each other about topics other than music, so the teacher will be 

walking around supervising students in order to prevent this. Proximity should help keep students on 

task and engaged in the lesson. The teacher will redirect students who are off-task. 

IEPs and 504s: List accommodations and teaching strategies that are applicable to this lesson This 

lesson uses differentiation, as different groups of students will be working on activities that are 

appropriate for their knowledge and skill level. Students will also be working together in small groups 

and partners in order to reinforce correct answers and also build social and communication skills. Note 

naming involves using mnemonics and acronyms to help build student understanding and memory. Note 

naming on musictheory.net also provides students an opportunity to use technology to help keep them 

engaged and reinforce content. Matching music symbols to their corresponding names uses visuals to 

help students connect the new vocabulary to its symbol. Rotating around stations in the classroom also 

gives students an 

opportunity for movement, which helps students stay engaged during the lesson. 



  
 

 

 
Assessment: How will you assess student learning? (Small group performance, individual performance) 

How will you know that students are successful in your objective? (checklist for objectives) 

Are students… 
 

• Counting rhythms correctly - with the correct timing and syllables? 
 

• Saying the correct acronyms for note naming depending on the staff? 
 

• Naming notes correctly on the staff? 
 

• Getting answers correct on the online note naming practice? 
 

• Matching music symbols to their corresponding names? 
 

• Working together and helping each other? 
 

• Participating and respectfully collaborating? 

• Students will be assessed by their teacher (when rotating through stations), by their peers (while 

working together), and by themselves (by checking their answers with an answer key) 

 
 
 
 

Sequence of Activities: The students will… 

 
• The students will come into the classroom, place their backpacks in the front of the classroom (or in a 

location out of the way), sit in their usual seats, and look at the schedule visible to everyone on the 
board. 

• The students will take out their laptops (optional) like the board instructs, login and find the correct 
website, then lower their screens and put the laptops under their chairs. 

• The students will be assigned into either Group A, B, or C by the teacher. 
• The students in Group A will start with rhythmic counting, Group B will start with note naming with their 

laptops and laminated cards, and Group C will start with matching music symbols to their corresponding 
names - each station in a particular location in the classroom. 

• After fifteen minutes at each station, a timer will sound and students will be instructed which station to 
switch to in the classroom. 



  
 

 

 
Rhythmic Counting Station: 
• The students will begin counting rhythms with the teacher at the skill level the teacher has decided 

fits that group best. 
• The students will review counting systems and note values as needed with the teacher. 
• The students will continue counting rhythms in their rhythmic counting books altogether. 
• After getting through a certain number of pages or activities, the students will count the 

activities to review in partners, collaborating amongst themselves. 
 

Note Naming Station: 
• The students will get their laptops (optional) and bring them to the note naming station. 
• The students will place their laptops to the side, and first review the acronyms for naming the lines 

and spaces in both treble and bass clefs in partners. 
**If students do not have access to laptops, skip straight to the next step: 
• Also in partners, the students will take turns holding up laminated flashcards and naming the notes 

while checking each other (the answer is listed on the back of the card). 
• The students will set aside the notes their partner answers incorrectly, and will go through that stack 

once the original stack has been completed. 
• Lastly, the students will individually practice note naming on their laptops on musictheory.net and 

submit a screenshot of their score at the end. 
 

Music Symbol Identification: 
• The students will work with partners to match the laminated cards with symbols to their 

corresponding names. Each card should have one correct answer, with no leftover cards. 
• The students will associate the visuals on the cards, using keyword strategies, to help identify the 

symbols. 
• The students will check their answers with an answer key. 
• The students will individually match the cards and have their partners check their answers. 
• If time allows, the students will come up with their own trick or tip to help identify these musical 

concepts and symbols. 
 
 
Materials: 

Station 1: Although any rhythm counting text can be used here, I recommend "Winning Rhythms" by 
Edward L. Ayola. 

 
Station 2: The following website can be used for note naming exercises and can be modified based upon 
clefs, ledger lines, and accidentals which can aid in differentiation upon skill level: 
https://www.musictheory.net/exercises/note. Laminated cards for note naming can be printed, cut out, 
answers written on the back, and laminated. The template is below. 

http://www.musictheory.net/exercises/note


  
 

 

 
 

 



  
 

 

 

 



  
 

 

 
 
 

 



  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 



  
 

 

 

 
 

Station 3: Music symbol flashcards as well as their corresponding answers template is below. The cards 
can be printed, cut out, and laminated. 



  
 

 

 

 



  
 

 

 

 



  
 

 

 

 



  
 

 

 

 



  
 

 

 
 

Lesson 2: Chunking Example 
 

This lesson plan describes an activity that can be adapted to fit any piece of music, but this example 

includes a simple version of Joy to the World. Joy to the World contains a simple melody that follows a 

major scale, making it easy for students to grasp. Students will be chunking this altogether in class, 

breaking it down into small comprehensible sections. 

 
 

Grade Level: Middle School or High School Band - This lesson plan can be adapted to fit any piece of 

music, whether for beginners or more advanced players. Simply take any piece of music and use 

chunking, as explained below. 

Unit Objective: Long-term goal 

Students will be able to perform short exercises altogether with correct rhythms, notes, and articulations. 

Lesson Objective(s): Daily goal 

Students will be able to scaffold their understanding of multiple musical characteristics individually and in 

an ensemble setting. 

Transfer of knowledge: How will students apply what they learn today to the Central Focus and 

beyond? 

Students will apply their rhythmic, note naming, and performing skills on their instruments in 
 

an ensemble setting. This scaffolds students’ knowledge and teaches students how to practice their music 

in a way that builds understanding. This activity sets a strong foundation for success 

in class and teaches students how to break down challenges into manageable steps. 



  
 

 

 
Music vocabulary in this lesson: 

List any and all that apply 

Rhythm vocabulary: dotted eighth note, sixteenth note Solfege 

syllables, major scale, concert pitch, transposition 
Georgia Performance Standards: List any and all that apply MSBB.PR.3 Read 

and identify elements of notated music. 

a) Identify and define standard notation symbols (e.g. pitch, rhythm, dynamics, tempo, 
articulation, expression). 

 
b) Define and describe the musical terms incorporated in the literature and identify key 

signatures. 
 

c) Demonstrate a steady beat, rhythms, and meters through a systematic counting procedure. 
 

MSBB.PR.2 Perform on instruments through a varied repertoire of music, alone and with others. 
 

a) Analyze characteristic tone quality utilizing playing technique (e.g. proper embouchure, playing 
position, posture, breathing techniques, articulation, appropriate percussion technique). 

 
MSBB.PR.1 Sing alone or with others. 

 
a) Sing to recognize fundamentals of tone production. 

 
b) Sing to match pitch. 

Materials: List all materials for your lesson including websites and online materials 

Instruments and all related materials, sheet music and transpositions for different instruments (included 

below), board for writing and explaining any concepts, keyboard 



  
 

 

 
Classroom Management Plan: What classroom management issues do you foresee with this lesson? 

What contingencies/procedures are in place for possible management challenges? 

Students may begin becoming distracted and disengaged. The teacher will use proximity to help 

keep students engaged. Students will also have an opportunity to stand during the lesson; this technique 

involves using movement to help keep students engaged. 

IEPs and 504s: List accommodations and teaching strategies that are applicable to this lesson This lesson 

uses chunking, an instructional strategy that breaks down music into more manageable steps so students 

can scaffold their understanding and also prevents students from becoming overwhelmed. Having every 

student break down these concepts together also builds a sense of unity and community in the classroom. 

Students will also have an opportunity for 

movement, which helps students stay engaged during the lesson. 

Assessment: How will you assess student learning? (Small group performance, individual performance) 

How will you know that students are successful in your objective? (checklist for objectives) 

Are students… 
 

• Looking at their music? 
 

• Counting the correct rhythms at the correct times? Saying the correct syllables? 
 

• Playing the correct rhythm on one pitch altogether? 
 

• Singing the correct pitches in addition to the correct rhythm? 
 

• Playing the correct pitches in “Joy to the World”? 
 

• Playing the correct line when switching to accompaniment? 
 

• Sitting with good posture and playing with good tone? 



  
 

 

Sequence of Activities: The students will… 

 
• The students will come into the classroom, sit in their usual seats, and look at the schedule visible 

to everyone on the board. 
• The students will get their instruments out and wait for the bell to ring to begin their warm-up together 

(normal warm-up, as instructed by teacher - ideally this is part of a daily routine). 
• While the students are warming up, the teacher will hand out the Joy to the World melody 

transposed for each instrument. 
 

• After warming up and tuning as usual, the students will count the rhythm to Joy to the World. 
• If necessary, the students will review the dotted eighth sixteenth note rhythm. 
• The students will stand up and tap the rhythm on their chair, focusing on matching timing with the rest 

of the students in class. 
• The students will sit back down and play the Joy to the World rhythm on a concert F pitch only. 
• The students will review their concert F scale (for this lesson, Joy to the World is in the key of F). 
• The students will learn about solfege, and listen to the teacher sing the solfege to Joy to the World. 
• The students will then sing the solfege of Joy to the World, matching pitch with the keyboard the 

teacher is playing along on. (The solfege will be listed on their handout so they can follow along 
easily.) 

• The students will play the notes on their instruments to Joy to the World with the correct rhythm, 
focusing on intonation and steadiness. 

 
*If time allows and more advanced material is needed, the students can also learn accompaniment lines 
that are listed on their handouts and can take turns playing different lines. This also adds harmony and a 
new level to intonation understanding. This is an activity that can be easily adapted to include music of 
any piece so students can learn everyone’s lines together, taking the pressure off of the individual, and 
then put it back into context. 

 
 

Materials: 
The parts for the excerpt from Joy to the World are found below, with solfege included on each part. I 
selected this excerpt below from the whole piece, as this lesson plan includes the teaching technique 
'chunking' as mentioned previously. 



  
 

 

 

 



  
 

 

Lesson 3: Guided Listening Activity 
 

This lesson plan describes a guided listening activity that can serve as a calmer, less stimulating activity 

for students who may become overwhelmed. This can also be used as an activity that encourages 

collaboration and enhances social skills. 

 
 

Grade Level: *Middle School (or High School Band - can be adapted for listening to any piece of music 

and listening for beginning or advanced musical concepts) 

Unit Objective: Long-term goal 
 

Students will be able to form their own ideas about music and share those ideas with others. 

Ideally, this translates to students being able to play these musical ideas on their own instruments as 

well. 

Lesson Objective(s): Daily goal 
 

Students will listen to First Suite in E-flat by Holst, relating it to the piece they are playing in class March 

from First Suite. The students will identify similarities between the pieces and style 

characteristics. 

Transfer of knowledge: How will students apply what they learn today to the Central Focus and 

beyond? 

Students will be able to listen critically and apply what they hear into their own playing ability. Students 

will also work on collaborating by sharing their ideas and working on communication 

skills. 



  
 

 

 
Music vocabulary in this lesson: List any and all that apply 

March, style, movements, staccato, phrasing, dynamics, emotional characteristics that describe music 

Georgia Performance Standards: List any and all that apply MSBB.PR.3 Read 

and identify elements of notated music. 

a) Identify and define standard notation symbols (e.g. pitch, rhythm, dynamics, tempo, 
articulation, expression). 

 
b) Define and describe the musical terms incorporated in the literature and identify key 

signatures. 
 

c) Demonstrate a steady beat, rhythms, and meters through a systematic counting procedure. 
 

MSBB.RE.1 Listen to, analyze, and describe music. 
 

a) Identify and describe compositional elements (e.g. techniques, meter, tempo, tonality, 
intervals, chords). 

 
b) Compare and contrast musical works based on genre and culture. 

Materials: List all materials for your lesson including websites and online materials Individual sheet 

music (not included because of copyright laws), paper and handout with 

directions (included below), coloring pencils or crayons, binder to bear down on while drawing 

or writing, partners to share ideas, YouTube video of piece (https://www.youtube.com/watch? 

v=fLbP6qpI1YI), and speaker to play audio 

http://www.youtube.com/watch


  
 

 

 
Classroom Management Plan: What classroom management issues do you foresee with this lesson? 

What contingencies/procedures are in place for possible management challenges? 

Students may begin becoming distracted and disengaged, as First Suite is lengthy for middle 
 

schoolers, so they will have paper and coloring materials to keep them engaged and quiet. Students will 

also be able to write down their ideas—they will have to turn these sheets in to hold them accountable 

to doing the assignment. The teacher will also be in the front of the 

classroom modeling good listening and using proximity to keep students engaged. 

IEPs and 504s: List accommodations and teaching strategies that are applicable to this lesson This 

lesson adapts the volume and level of activity in the classroom to keep students who may get 

overwhelmed calm and included in the lesson. This activity also works on using creativity to help keep 

students engaged. It also works on relating music to emotional characteristics, building on social 

emotional skills. Later, the students will also need to collaborate to share their ideas, so it also builds 

upon communication skills. Students are able to draw or write down 

their ideas, giving them autonomy and choices in their education. 

Assessment: How will you assess student learning? (Small group performance, individual performance) 

How will you know that students are successful in your objective? (checklist for objectives) 

Are students… 
 

• Listening and staying quiet? 
 

• Drawing or writing something on their paper? 
 

• Participating in discussion? 
 

• Speaking and listening respectfully to each other? 



  
 

 

Sequence of Activities: The students will… 

 
• The students will come into the classroom, sit in their usual seats, and look at the schedule visible 

to everyone on the board. 
• The students will listen to the teacher give the directions (while they are also visible on the board and 

on the handout) to listen to First Suite and try to observe march characteristics, style characteristics, 
and try to name an emotion that goes with what they are hearing. 

• The students will choose to color, write, or do a combination of both to describe their musical ideas. 
• The students will get their paper and coloring/writing utensils prepared. 
• The teacher will turn on First Suite and the students will quietly listen to the music while 

drawing or writing. 
 

• After listening, the students will share their ideas and drawings with a partner sitting next to them. 
• The students will collaborate respectfully by speaking in an appropriate level and tone, and then quietly 

listening to their partner share their ideas. 
• The students will identify similarities and differences in the characteristics and emotions they named 

while listening to the music. 
• The students will discuss how they can change their own playing to reflect some of their ideas in their 

own part in March from First Suite. 
 

• After partner discussion, the students will share with the teacher and the rest of the class. Each partner 
pair will take a turn to discuss. 

• The students will observe the list of characteristics the teacher writes on the board as each student 
expresses their ideas. 

 
• After this, the students will rehearse their music and parts with these characteristics in mind. 

 

Materials: 

The handout with directions is listed below, and can be altered for any piece in order to do a guided 
listening activity. The blank space below or the back of the paper is used for coloring and/or notes. This 
activity intentionally has less instructions in order for students to express their creativity, emotions, and 
ideas. 



  
 

 

Guided Listening Activity: 

 
Today we are listening to First Suite in Eb by Gustav Holst, as our piece March from First Suite that we 
are playing in class is based upon this. Listen for the following aspects listed below, and draw and/or write 
any thoughts you have about them. You may draw or write your ideas on the blank space below or the back 
of the page. We will talk about your ideas after we are done listening as a class. 

Be creative! 

 
Listen for: 

• March characteristics 
• Style characteristics 
• Any emotions the music makes you feel 



  
 

 

Lesson 4: Common Band Class Rehearsal with Chunking 
 

This lesson plan describes a "common" band class rehearsal where students warm up, play through scales, 

and rehearse their music. Every student participates in chunking by counting and playing difficult rhythms 

even though it may not specifically be in their music, and this benefits every student by either going over 

their part or practicing counting and playing these rhythms. 

 
 

Grade Level: *Middle School - the piece played is a common middle school band piece (or High School 

Band - can be adapted for any piece of music) 

Unit Objective: Long-term goal 

Students will be able to play music in an ensemble setting with good tone and balance, listening to other 

members of the ensemble. 

Lesson Objective(s): Daily goal 

Students will be able to play Eagle Ridge in its entirety without stopping, lining up entrances, following 

tempo changes and roadmap correctly, and watching the conductor for cues. 

Transfer of knowledge: How will students apply what they learn today to the Central Focus and 

beyond? 

Students will be able to recognize and apply basic characteristics of music, which contributes to being able 

to sightread their music individually and altogether. Following the conductor and listening to other 

members of the ensemble encourages a deeper level of musicianship that will apply to music-making for 

the rest of their time playing instruments or participating in other music classes. Enhancing students’ 

problem solving and critical thinking skills will transfer to 

students’ roles in the community and future endeavors. 



  
 

 

 
Music vocabulary in this lesson: List any and all that apply 

 
Dynamics, subito piano, entrances, rit. , rall. , DC al coda, slur, tie, quarter note triplets 

Georgia Performance Standards: List any and all that apply 
 

MSBB.PR.2 Perform on instruments through a varied repertoire of music, alone and with others. 
 

a) Analyze characteristic tone quality utilizing playing technique (e.g. proper embouchure, playing 
position, posture, breathing techniques, articulation, appropriate percussion technique). 

 
b) Demonstrate proper warm-up techniques (e.g. long tones, lip slurs, chorales, technical 

exercises). 
 

c) Recognize ensemble skills through performance of musical literature (e.g. rehearsal etiquette, 
dynamic expression, style, blend and balance, steady tempo, rhythmic accuracy, intonation). 

 
MSBB.PR.3 Read and identify elements of notated music. 

 
a) Identify and define standard notation symbols (e.g. pitch, rhythm, dynamics, tempo, 

articulation, expression). 
 

b) Define and describe the musical terms incorporated in the literature and identify key 
signatures. 

 
c) Demonstrate a steady beat, rhythms, and meters through a systematic counting procedure. 

Materials: List all materials for your lesson including websites and online materials Instruments and all 

necessary instrument parts/equipment, metronome/tuner, bluetooth speaker, laptop, music: warm ups, 

scales, and Eagle Ridge by Brian Balmages (not included due to copyright laws), whiteboard and marker 

(examples of rhythms chunked by class pictured below 

as they were written on the whiteboard) 



  
 

 

 
Classroom Management Plan: What classroom management issues do you foresee with this lesson? 

What contingencies/procedures are in place for possible management challenges? 

Students may begin becoming distracted and disengaged, which is why all students will be 
 

counting and playing each rhythm that is chunked so they may actively participate at all times in the 

lesson. The teacher will also walk around the room, helping students stay engaged as 

well. 

IEPs and 504s: List accommodations and teaching strategies that are applicable to this lesson This lesson 

uses chunking, an instructional strategy that breaks down music into more manageable steps so students 

can scaffold their understanding and also prevents students from becoming overwhelmed. This helps them 

understand the music better and puts less pressure on them to individually have to play their parts alone in 

class, as everyone is working on them together. Then, their understanding of their parts will improve when 

the piece is played. Having every student break down these concepts together also builds a sense of unity 

and community in the classroom. Students also work in partners, which helps in building social and 

communication skills. 



  
 

 

 
Assessment: How will you assess student learning? (Small group performance, individual performance) 

How will you know that students are successful in your objective? (checklist for objectives) 

Are students… 
 

• Following along in their music? 
 

• Playing correct notes and rhythms? 
 

• Looking at the teacher or the board? 
 

• Small group assessment while playing music (woodwinds, brass, percussion, etc) 
 

• Listening to each other and themselves? Using good balance and blend? 
 

• Answering questions about rhythms? 
 

• Counting/clapping/playing rhythms correctly? 
 

• Playing correct notes (in key signature and accidentals) and rhythms? 
 

• Emphasizing different articulations? 
 

• Playing correct dynamics? 
 

• Lining up entrances? 
 

• Following the conductor and tempo changes? 
 

• Following the roadmap of the music and playing at the correct time? 

 
 

Sequence of Activities: The students will… 

 
Warm up: 
• The students will walk into class, get out their instruments, and take a seat in their chair (or stand at 

the mallet instruments for percussionists). 
• The students will play their warm up with the metronome on the speaker. 
• The students will be reminded of good posture and percussionists will be reminded to alternate 

stickings. 



  
 

 

• Some students will share something fun they did over the weekend. 
• The students will play their GMEA scales altogether and have the option to play it memorized or play 

a different octave, while working on intonation and listening to each other. 
• The rest of the students will share something fun they did over the weekend while the 

percussionists set up for Eagle Ridge. 
 

Rhythms: 
• The students will count line 1 rhythm on the board with a partner (refer to the picture below). 
• The students will tell the teacher what the counting is for the rhythm and they will write in on the 

board and the class will count the rhythm together. 
• The students will play the rhythm on a concert F together. 
• The students will identify if they have this rhythm in their music, and if they do, they will play it with 

the correct pitches. (woodwinds and tambourine - measure 2) 
 

• The students will count line 2 rhythm on the board with a partner (refer to the picture below). 
• The students will tell the teacher what the counting is for the rhythm and they will write in on the 

board and the class will count the rhythm together. 
• The students will play the rhythm on a concert F together. 
• The students will identify if they have this rhythm in their music, and if they do, they will play it with 

the correct pitches. (trumpets) 
 

• The students will count line 3 rhythm on the board with a partner (refer to the picture below). 
• The students will tell the teacher what the counting is for the rhythm and they will write in on the 

board and the class will count the rhythm together. 
• The students will play the rhythm on a concert F together. 
• The students will identify if they have this rhythm in their music, and if they do, they will play it with 

the correct pitches. (trumpets) 
 

• The students will count line 4 rhythm on the board with a partner (refer to the picture below). 
• The students will tell the teacher what the counting is for the rhythm and they will write in on the 

board and the class will count the rhythm together. 
• The students will play the rhythm on a concert F together. 
• The students will identify if they have this rhythm in their music, and if they do, they will play it with 

the correct pitches. (snare) 
 

Eagle Ridge Music Rehearsal: 

• The students will rehearse Eagle Ridge with these rhythms and articulations in mind. 
• The students will work on their entrance at m. 9 and lining up their entrances. 
• The students will airplay while we spot-check percussion at m. 27. 
• The students will work on all the tempo changes and watching the conductor. 
• The students will work on listening and aligning their parts at the end of the piece - at m. 71. 



  
 

 

Materials: 
A picture of the whiteboard displaying all the rhythms chunked is pictured below. Like the sequencing of 
the lesson plan explains, every student counts and plays all of the rhythms together before individuals play 
them. 

 
 



  
 

 

Lesson 5: Music Theory Lesson 
 

This lesson plan describes a beginning music theory lesson about note values. It utilizes graphic organizers 

to help enhance student learning and understanding. 

 
 

Grade Level: *Middle School (or High School Band - can be used for beginners or with more advanced 

rhythms) 

Unit Objective: Long-term goal 
 

Students will be able to identify, count, and play rhythms with accurate timing. 

Lesson Objective(s): Daily goal 

Students will be able to sort note values appropriately and write their own rhythms that accurately take up 

a complete measure in 4/4 time. 

Transfer of knowledge: How will students apply what they learn today to the Central Focus and 

beyond? 

Students will be able to recognize and apply basic rhythm fundamentals of music, which contributes to 

being able to sightread their music individually and altogether. Students will also write their own rhythms, 

which lays the foundation for improvising music. Working with partners incorporates social and 

communication skills. Enhancing students’ problem solving and 

critical thinking skills will transfer to students’ roles in the community and future endeavors. 

Music vocabulary in this lesson: List any and all that apply 

Whole note, whole rest, half note, half rest, quarter note, quarter rest, eighth note, eighth rest, sixteenth 

note, sixteenth rest 



  
 

 

 
Georgia Performance Standards: List any and all that apply 

 
MSBB.CR.1 Improvise, compose, and arrange music within specified guidelines. 

 
a) Improvise or compose rhythmic patterns (e.g. clapping, singing, playing an instrument). 

 
 

MSBB.PR.3 Read and identify elements of notated music. 
 

a) Identify and define standard notation symbols (e.g. pitch, rhythm, dynamics, tempo, articulation, 
expression). 

 
c) Demonstrate a steady beat, rhythms, and meters through a systematic counting procedure 

Materials: List all materials for your lesson including websites and online materials 

Handout (included below), whiteboard and marker, pencils for students, soft music playing in background 

while the students work, speaker 

Classroom Management Plan: What classroom management issues do you foresee with this lesson? 

What contingencies/procedures are in place for possible management challenges? 

Students may begin becoming distracted and talking to each other, so soft music will play in the 
 

background to encourage a quiet working environment. 

IEPs and 504s: List accommodations and teaching strategies that are applicable to this lesson This 

lesson uses graphic organizers, used to provide structure and group concepts into categories that can aid 

in student comprehension and memory. This visual can help all students better understand rhythms. The 

quiet work environment may also help some students who are becoming overstimulated or overwhelmed. 

Students will also work in pairs at the end of the 

lesson, which builds social and communication skills. 



  
 

 

 
Assessment: How will you assess student learning? (Small group performance, individual performance) 

How will you know that students are successful in your objective? (checklist for objectives) 

Are students… 
 

• Working quietly? 
 

• Completing their worksheet? 
 

• Asking for help? 
 

• Filling in answers correctly? 
 

• Writing their own rhythms so that four counts are accurately counted? 
 

• Answering questions correctly? 

 
 

Sequence of Activities: The students will… 

 
• The students will walk into class, see the activity on the board, and get out a pencil like the 

schedule suggests. 
• The students will be given a handout and be told to complete Section 1 (see handout below). This 

section includes the graphic organizer of the rhythms. 
• The students who have questions may receive help. 
• The students and teacher will go over answers to Section 1 of the handout as a class. 

 
• The students will complete Section 2 of the handout individually and may work with a partner if they 

have a question. 
• The students and teacher will go over the answers to Section 2 as a class. 

 
• The students will write their own four measure rhythms in 4/4 time. 
• The students will pair up and count their rhythms together, taking turns. 

 
• The students will answer questions about rhythms. 

• How many quarter rests equal a whole note? 
• How many eighth notes equal a half note? 
• How many sixteenth notes equal an eighth note? 
• How many eighth notes equal a dotted half note? 
• How many quarter notes can you fit in a 5/4 measure? 



  
 

 

Materials: 
 

Rhythm Graphic Organizer 

Complete the rhythm graphic organizer below. Carefully read over directions before starting. Step 1: 
Complete Section 1 with notes, and then we will go over the answers as a class. 
Step 2: Complete Section 2 of the graphic organizer with rests and we will go over the answers as a class. 
Step 3: Write your own four measures of rhythms using both notes and rests. Make sure each measure 
has exactly four beats. Be creative! 
Step 4: Find a partner and take turns counting the rhythms you wrote. 

 
 

Section 1: 
 
 



  
 

 

Section 2: 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Section 3: Write your own rhythms on the staff below! Include bar lines and 4/4 time signature! 
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ABSTRACT 

 

 What is mental health? Mental illness? What is the importance behind writing about these terms? 
I, under the mentorship of Dr. Nick Norwood, Dr. Allen Gee, and Dr. Patrick Jackson, studied and 
commented on these issues by writing two short stories and 19 poems under the themes of mental health 
and mental illness. For these pieces, I allowed readers to view my history, struggles, and perspective of a 
life with mental health and mental illness. Each work covers a specific struggle, disorder, or memory: 
dementia, attention-deficit disorder (ADD), anxiety attacks, etc. Through my corresponding research, I 
analyzed the evolution of the Mental Health Movement, and how it has brought more attention to the 
public about living with poor mental health or a mental illness, as well as the various forms of stigmas 
and how they impact the one-in-five Americans that suffer from some form of mental illness. Mental 
illness affects everyone, regardless of race, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, etc. And conversations 
about mental health and mental illness show how prevalent and common these struggles are in every 
person we know. 
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CRITICAL ANALYSIS 

Defining Mental Health 

 According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the term Mental Health “includes our 

emotional, psychological, and social well-being. It affects how we think, feel, and act. It also helps determine how we 

handle stress, relate to others, and make healthy choices” (“About Mental Health”). Mental health changes throughout 

our lives and is influenced by several factors, including life experiences and situations (such as trauma, abuse, or 

financial troubles), biological factors or chemical imbalances in the brain, and experiences with medical conditions 

(such as diabetes or cancer). Every decision, experience, and feeling in a person’s life will have an impact on their 

mental health. The state of our mental health changes in reaction to current, ongoing experiences, as well as those in 

the past, resulting in an ever-fluctuating status of highs and lows. It is these elements and characteristics that represent 

mental health as demonstrated in my short stories “All Together in the City” and “Empty Desks” and collection of 

poetry. 

 Mental Health is important throughout life and affects us physically and emotionally from childhood and 

adolescence through adulthood. The term “mental health” is often used interchangeably, when speaking of poor mental 

health, with the term “Mental Illness,” but this is done in great error. Mental health and mental illness are not the same: 

“A person can experience poor mental health and not be diagnosed with a mental illness. Likewise, a person diagnosed 

with a mental illness can experience periods of physical, mental, and social well-being” (“About Mental Health”). So, 

what is mental illness? For the purposes of this thesis, mental illnesses “are health conditions involving changes in 

emotion, thinking or behavior (or a combination of these). Mental illnesses are associated with distress and/or 

problems functioning in social, work or family activities” (Parekh). Mental illnesses are a medical problem, just like 

heart conditions, diabetes, and cancer, and “nearly one in five (19%) U.S. adults experience some form of mental 

illness” and one in 25 of those Americans living with a serious mental illness like schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, or 

major depression (Parekh; “About Mental Health”).  

 This collection of my work takes audiences through one perspective and experience of mental health and 

illness. Each poem and short story reveal only a miniscule portion of the everyday experiences of living with a mental 

illness, and readers will be shown a wide range of topics under the mental health and illness umbrella: from anxiety to 



 
 

 

dementia to happiness to discovering parts of oneself. It is through “All Together in the City,” “Empty Desks,” and my 

collection of poems that readers can begin to learn and reflect on what it is like living as a one-in-five.  

 

The Mental Health Movement and Societal Stigmas Surrounding Mental Illness 

 Despite a continuously growing focus on mental health in recent years, there is still a large amount of stigma 

associated with it, as well as mental illness. In the past, as well as today, “society as a whole can have a very narrow 

and unforgiving stance on what it means to have a mental illness or struggle with mental health” (Newman). It is this 

attitude, as well as a combination of living in a “a world that prefers the filtered and the seemingly perfect” and a 

worry of “facing discrimination for it at work or being treated differently by our loved ones or community” that causes 

millions of people to shy away from the conversation of mental health and mental illness (Newman; 5 Reasons Why 

Talking About Mental Health Matters). 

 The evolution of the Mental Health Movement (MHM) has done much for the millions, billions rather, that 

suffer from poor mental health and mental illness. The recent movements in the MHM have largely come in the past 

four decades. In the 1980s, celebrities like Patty Duke, Mike Ferrell (of “M.A.S.H.”), and Mike Wallace (“60 Minutes” 

news anchor) took steps forward and showed the public experiences through the eyes of a person who suffers from 

mental illness, as well as the idea that anyone can have mental illness (Walthall). The 1990s gave great political and 

administrative leeway when Congress “declared the 1990s as the “Decade of the Brain,” a period of national 

recognition of brain research and public education, and established Mental Illness Awareness Week in October” 

(Walthall). In the 2000s, organizations like the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), battled companies and 

entertainment networks by calling them out for their insensitive portrayals of mental health, arguing and showing that 

“that they [people who suffer from mental illness] shouldn’t be represented by sensationalized characters in horror 

movies or the target of tactless jokes. NAMI successfully pulled inappropriate ads from the air, sent stigmatizing 

television shows into hiatus and even secured funding for future anti-stigma efforts” (Walthall). And in the 2010s, 

organizations like NAMI began to publish positive storytelling campaigns, such as You Are Not Alone, after realizing 

that “prioritizing personal experiences was an even more effective way to amplify NAMI’s message and resonate with 

those who needed to hear it. […] Through this campaign, NAMI illustrated mental illness in real life — examples of 



 
 

 

hope and recovery and support — from people who looked like you, your brother, your best friend. No matter who you 

were, where you lived or how mental illness impacted you, you could share your story and become part of the mental 

health movement” (Walthall). The MHM continues to evolve as more people come forward with their experiences, 

showing others that we exist, and no one is alone in their battle. 

 More than half of those who suffer from mental illness or poor mental health do not receive help for their 

disorders, often due to the stigma, prejudice, and discrimination against people with mental illness that plagues our 

society (Borenstein). There are three types of stigmas: public, self, and institutional. Public stigma is the negative 

attitudes and discrimination about mental illness from others. Self-stigma is the negative attitude someone has about 

their own condition. And institutional stigma stems from government policies and private organizations that limit 

opportunities for people with mental illness, whether intentionally or not (Borenstein).  

 Stereotypes and prejudices for people with mental illness include the following: (public) “People with mental 

illness are dangerous, incompetent, to blame for their disorder, unpredictable,” (self) “I am dangerous, incompetent, to 

blame,” and (institutional) “Stereotypes are embodied in laws and other institutions [often through lower funding for 

mental illness research or fewer mental health services relative to other health care]” (Borenstein). Various 

discrimination people with mental illness might experience include (public) “employers may not hire them, landlords 

may not rent to them, the health care system may offer a lower standard of care,” (self) “these thoughts lead to lowered 

self-esteem and self-efficacy: ‘Why try? Someone like me is not worthy of good health,’” and (institutional) “intended 

and unintended loss of opportunity” (Borenstein). These examples, along with everyday media and feelings of doubt 

and hopelessness, easily show just part of why a person suffering with mental illness may not reach out for or complete 

treatment.  

 

The Significance Behind Writing About Mental Health 

 Is it worth opening up about internal struggles with mental health and illness? Yes. Research shows that 

“knowing or having contact with someone with mental illness is one of the best ways to reduce stigma” while also 

presenting mental illness as less scary and more relatable (Borenstein). Having tough conversations about mental 



 
 

 

health and mental illness allows for the related stigmas, both internal and external, to be chipped away one 

conversation at a time with the bonus of showing that the discussion of your struggles is healthy and oftentimes 

considered to be therapeutic.  

 Many counselors and psychologists recommend using the arts as an outlet for one’s internal turmoil. This form 

of therapy and release can come through writing, painting, playing an instrument, etc. Through writing, one can put 

into words the thoughts, feelings, and emotions they may be struggling with. Additionally, the use of writing relates 

back to the presentation of mental illness of being real and the discussion of it being a way to reduce stigma. Within 

the ever-growing conversation of mental health and mental illness a new genre of content has spawned, as tens of 

thousands of new books and projects each year highlighting this topic, whether fictionally or nonfictionally, hit shelves 

and the internet. Books such as This Is Depression by Dr. Diane McIntosh and This Too Shall Pass by psychotherapist 

Julia Samuel discuss decades of interactions with patients struggling with depression and other illnesses, while 

stressing that mental health is different for every person. And novels like All the Bright Places by Jennifer Niven and 

It’s Kind of a Funny Story by Ned Vizzini (being based on his hospitalization for depression) focus on characters 

coping with depression and suicidal thoughts. These books and novels are just a few examples of popular texts that 

have captured readers and brought the world of mental health closer to the surface.  

New perspectives in poetry can help others, as well as oneself, with dealing with the idea of mental health and 

mental illness. In fact, the poetry community “is creating a platform where people can heal together through shared 

emotions and experiences. […] It can give another person a chance to read, possibly for the first time, a poem that 

seems to describe all of the things they’ve experienced that they’ve never been able to put into words” (Newman).  

 Having just one conversation can contribute to the destigmatization of mental health and “poetry allows for us 

to use the nuance of language to talk about some of the most difficult feelings that humans can experience” (“Speaking 

Up: How Poetry Can Give a Voice to Mental Health”). So, by reading works presenting various perspectives on mental 

health, one can learn and appreciate how billions of people across the globe come together through a common issue 

and relate to one another. In agreement, Liz Newman states that “Not only does it shed light onto individual 

experiences, but it also helps to open up the discussion to a wider audience. […] conversations about mental health are 



 
 

 

always worth having. It is okay to be open about your struggles” (Newman). Art in all forms is a mirror, and poetry 

gives mental illness a face.  

 Mental Health and Mental Illness in “All Together in the City” 

 The prevalence of mental illness in homeless populations across the world  is scary. Those who are 

homeless and struggle with mental illness can serve as examples of what stigmas and fear surrounding the discussions 

and treatments of mental illness can lead to.  

 Populations of homeless individuals are diverse, and, as mental illness, can affect anyone - regardless of race, 

ethnicity, gender, sexuality, etc. But those who are homeless have significantly less access to treatment and help. They 

may not be able to afford it, are afraid of being locked away in a prison or psychiatric hospital, or may simply be 

turned away.  

Mental illness does not judge as people do – it affects anyone it wishes.  

 The story of “All Together in the City” shows this through a variety of characters who suffer from a variety of 

illnesses or disorders. The character Chester is forefront in this representation as he expresses clear symptoms of 

dementia, a condition that affects memory, language, judgment, and overall interferes with daily life. Forgetful, 

repetitive, and with bouts of anger, Chester gives readers a peek of a life with dementia – one that I based largely on 

the life of my grandmother. 

Additionally, the story uses the main character of Charlie to comment on the social stigmas of who “may and 

may not” be in touch with their emotions (as men are often told to not cry and keep their emotions inside). Charlie is 

unafraid of his emotions and freely cries on the page.  

Each homeless character, on-page or mentioned, in “All Together in the City” represents one of the many 

realities of being an individual who is homeless. There are women who have escaped from abusive homes and 

situations, people who have lost jobs and/or money, and some who have been hurt and the victim of society when they 

are already down.  

  



 
 

 

Mental Health and Mental Illness in Kailey Katzfey’s “Empty Desks” 

 Suicide is often a sad and final choice in the struggle with mental health and mental illness. Many who suffer 

from mental illness find that suicide and self-harm is the solution to the hurt and anguish they feel inside. 

“Empty Desks” not only deals with these struggles of an average person dealing with mental illness and self-

harm but goes forward and how the aftermath of a successful suicide can affect those around. The story is more 

forthcoming in the mental health and mental illness dealt with in the story and is not afraid of to show the gritty details 

many are too afraid to speak of. 

 This is shown through the eyes of the main character Cassie as she talks of her anxieties and stress relating to 

discussions of college, careers, and the future she faces – conversations typical of junior and senior levels. 

Cassie represents those who suffer from poor mental health and mental illness that do not look like the 

stereotype of a depressed, suicidal teenager. Many of those who struggle with mental illness “mask” while in public, 

putting on the image of a happy person with no worries in the world – I included. They may be social, active, maintain 

good grades, have families, and do anything in the world, but underneath, they suffer in silence. Why bring down the 

happy mood of your friends and family when you can cry your eyes out and question life later? 

 

Mental Health and Mental Illness in Kailey Katzfey’s Collection of Poems 

 The scope of what mental illness and mental health means and pertains is endless, and I have attempted to 

show this in my selected poems for this collection.  

 I struggle with mental illness and mental health issues ranging from depression and anxiety to an attention-

deficit disorder (ADD) diagnosis, and poetry is my outlet for the struggles that seem to rule my mind.  

 Mental health and mental illness look different to each person as they are affected in their unique way. Some 

issues may be more prevalent in select minds, while others may not feel the same issues as strongly. I have used select 

poems to highlight these feelings and the struggles I must combat with each day. 



 
 

 

 One of these daily combats that I, and millions of others, face are specific feelings, noises, and experiences that 

cause her anxiety to spike and cause immediate discomfort, also known as “triggers.” Triggers are common among 

those with mental illness and can so greatly affect people that they may avoid places that have a chance of having them 

or experience a breakdown. Audiences read first-hand how a trigger can spiral into an anxiety attack and sensory 

overload, the sensation of your brain becoming overwhelmed with too much information through the senses.  

 Another struggle pertains to being in the present moment and taking in a moment’s peace as the fear of the 

next anxiety or bad thought will take over the mind once again. As well as the struggle with articulating joy and happy 

memories in words (on and off the page).  

 This collection of poems serves as a platform for me to discuss mental health and mental illness while 

divulging my own experiences and thoughts.  

Epilogue 

 This study has acted as a reflection of what I find the terms “mental health” and “mental illness” to be, as well 

as a reflection of my own experiences and how those definitions fit into my life. Through writing poems and stories 

dealing with themes and situations that impact my livelihood, such as anxiety, depression, dementia, and suicidal 

thoughts, I have become stronger in verbalizing my internal struggles. I found that through my characters of Charlie, 

Chester, and Cassie, I could show readers what day-to-day life while suffering from mental illness can be, and 

hopefully was able to teach how much kindness and support can help a person dealing with poor mental health or 

mental illness. My poems are much more raw in their descriptions, unafraid to show readers the gritty details, as often, 

my poetry is written in times of mental crisis or in reaction to events and thoughts. 

 I enjoy reading, and writing, about realistic situations and characters; to provide the world with more 

perspectives. Therefore, I chose to limit the amount of fantasy throughout these works. Mental illness is real and the 

impact it can have on people and surrounding social circles is real, so why shouldn’t I write about real people? It 

comforts me to know that I have been able to share just a part of my journey with mental illness, and that through this 

journey, readers may come to realize that they relate to some of what I’ve written and pursue their own answers, their 

own treatment, and the life we all deserve to live.  



 
 

 

 I suffer from depression, generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), and attention deficit disorder (ADD) but I am 

not alone. I am one-in-five. We are here, and the world should know our stories.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Works Cited 

5 Reasons Why Talking About Mental Health Matters. 11 Aug. 2020, vertavahealth.com/blog/5-reasons-why-talking-

about-mental-health-matters/.  

“About Mental Health.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 28 

June 2021, www.cdc.gov/mentalhealth/learn/index.htm.  

Borenstein, Jeffrey. “Stigma, Prejudice and Discrimination Against People with Mental Illness.” Psychiatry.org - 

Stigma, Prejudice and Discrimination Against People with Mental Illness, Psychiatry.org, Aug. 2020, 

www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/stigma-and-discrimination.  

Newman, Liz. “The Role of Poetry in Mental Health Awareness.” Read Poetry, 1 May 2019, 

www.readpoetry.com/the-role-of-poetry-in-mental-health-awareness/.  

Parekh, Ranna. “What Is Mental Illness?” Psychiatry.org - What Is Mental Illness?, Psychiatry.org, Aug. 2018, 

www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/what-is-mental-illness.  

“Speaking Up: How Poetry Can Give a Voice to Mental Health.” MindWise Innovations, 18 Feb. 2019, 

www.mindwise.org/blog/uncategorized/speaking-up-how-poetry-can-give-a-voice-to-mental-health/.  

Walthall, Jessica. “The Evolution of the Mental Health Movement.” NAMI, National Alliance on Mental Health, 1 

June 2020, www.nami.org/Blogs/NAMI-Blog/June-2020/The-Evolution-of-the-Mental-Health-Movement.  

  

http://www.cdc.gov/mentalhealth/learn/index.htm
http://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/what-is-mental-illness


 
 

 

All Together in the City 

The bright sun was beating down on Charlie’s neck, attacking the sensitive skin he had left exposed for the hot 

summer day. A gentle breeze rustled his hair, dropping some of it into his eyes, and provided much-needed relief from 

the brutal city heat.  

 Charlie wished that he could reach for the sunglasses and ballcap that were stuffed deep into his backpack, but 

he couldn’t. At least, not until his shift was over.  

 He had been volunteering with All Together, a local organization that helped provide housing, food, and job 

opportunities for the large homeless population in the downtown area, since an incident during his freshman year of 

college.  

After a long night of studying and trying to finish some late assignments, Charlie decided that he felt awake-

enough to make the 90-minute drive south so he could sleep in his own bed, rather than the too-stiff, too-short 

dormitory mattress. He often went home to his parent’s house on weekends, and making the trip back late into the 

evening wasn’t out-of-the-ordinary for Charlie, but he hadn’t left the library until one a.m. He was tired, and, only ten 

minutes into the drive, passing through downtown, his eyes had shut without his noticing, and he veered to the right, 

sideswiping two cars before a light pole hit the brakes for him. In his anger at what he had done, Charlie, rubbing at his 

eyes, climbed out his car and pulled off the hanging bumper.  

He later told the police officer that the broken store window ten feet away was a result of Charlie throwing the 

metal piece harder than he thought he had. He shattered the window and his record in a blink-of-an-eye.  

 The judge had felt for Charlie, a college student just wanting to go home to his family, and his plea of “guilty” 

in exchange for 300 hours of community service helped prevent Charlie from finishing his freshman and sophomore 

year behind bars. 

 His parents and parole officer had found All Together through past “volunteers” who had completed their 

service there with little to no complaints. The P.O. told the Barlow’s that the work there was simple, but meaningful, 

and it was only a few blocks away from the dorms, making it hard for Charlie to miss hours.  



 
 

 

 Charlie’s college plan had never included volunteer work. He wanted to get in, get the grades, and get out with 

his piece of paper. But he knew that, as this was something he needed and was required to do, he would do what he 

could until his hours were complete. Sometimes he thought back to his first weeks working with All Together and 

couldn’t believe how his fresh-faced-self had become accustomed to the sights and smells, mostly the smells, of those 

he had met and served. With each day a transformation in Charlie began, and when he returned to his dorm, he could 

only think of how he could help more. Well, in actuality, he first threw up because of the smells still stuck in his nose 

and throat, and then the wave of do-good took hold.  

It had taken weeks for his body to learn and for him to understand the vast number of rules All Together had in 

place. The organization had some stricter rules when it came to their volunteers, but it was “part of their mission,” as 

Bryan, one of the Volunteer Managers, explained to him on his tour of the shelter, a renovated building found between 

an office complex and an H&M, with vinyl wood flooring throughout the entire facility (besides the bright, white tile 

in the bathrooms) and painted various shades of blue (corresponding to the colors of the logo). Charlie had been 

assigned to Bryan for his orientation, and he was to explain, demonstrate, and grade everything Charlie was to do. The 

rules alone took two whole days to go over.  

 No hats, sunglasses, or earbuds were to be worn during the shift or while inside the shelter’s premises to 

always look prepared to help, and not like the millions of people who walked by them each day. Also, male volunteers 

were not to enter the women’s area, and vice versa – due to an “altercation” that had taken place more than ten years 

ago. All collections, donations, and provisions were for those housed or on the volunteer’s routes – no exceptions. 

Volunteers and employees were to treat all those they helped with the utmost respect and care; they were not being 

treated as “different” because of their “status in society.” 

 Bryan worked beside Charlie in the food hall, where they gave portions of the various dishes to those housed 

in the All Together Center. Bryan also took the time during his hours to introduce Charlie to some of the “residents,” 

saying that he wanted Charlie to see the people behind the dirt and stigmas. He was to converse with these people 

every day and learn about their lives. There was an older man who was a banker and had lost everything in a bad 



 
 

 

investment, a mother with two children under five looking for work, there was even a couple of students from the local 

high schools and one from the college Charlie attended.  

 In the building, on the second floor next to the kitchens, was a break room reserved for volunteers. There were 

lockers for use and a refrigerator, microwave, and sink. A small table with three chairs was placed in the center and 

was the only place for volunteers to destress while they were in the facility. He was told “if you want to cry or throw 

up, do it here, not in front of the ‘residents.’”  

 It was here that Bryan and Charlie got to know each other. Bryan would tell him stories of past “residents,” 

some leaving a cramp in Charlie’s side from laughing, while others left Charlie having to wipe away the silent tears 

that fell down his cheeks. And Charlie told him of his accident and growing up with his parents. He knew that he had 

grown up lucky, with a roof over his head, no questions of where the next meal would come from, and his parents had 

helped him get through school by pushing him to get the grades for scholarships, and even paying the small difference 

that was left over. He even told Bryan, who was only a year or two older than Charlie, that he had called his mom after 

the first few days here, crying and thanking her for the life they had provided, and that he knew that this would be 

hard, but he wanted to help.  

It was here Bryan and Charlie became more than coworkers; they were friends. Over a month of shifts, meals, 

and conversations had passed when Bryan told Charlie that he was being put on one of the volunteer routes after his 

hours were completed, at least, if he wanted to stay.  

“Do you want me to stay?” Charlie bravely asked Bryan.  

Bryan merely whispered back, “Yes.” 

~ ~ ~ 

 “Hey!” Charlie exclaimed. “What are you doing!” 

 Charlie had just turned a corner onto the busy street of Warren Avenue, where one of the historical state signs 

nearby explaining who the long-dead “Warren” was and how his impact affected the city and so on. But he stopped 

upon seeing a couple of middle-school age kids picking on Sally, a homeless woman who was part of his first stop, 



 
 

 

shaking the grocery cart that was practically attached to her hand, lifting the rags that she considered a coat, shouting 

obscenities in her face.  

 Charlie shouted at the kids again as he broke out into a sprint towards Sally. Shocked and scared at the sudden 

voice, the boys shouted as they ran away, “Whatever!” 

 Charlie slowed down as he came closer to Sally, who had begun to huddle herself over her cart. “Sally, are you 

okay?” 

 She nodded, slowly stood up, and began walking towards the alleyway she called home.  For Charlie, Mr. 

Warren and his avenue simply signified a right turn onto Church Street where his “group” was spread out over six 

different alleyways and several office buildings’ landscaping. He and the woman walked side-by-side into the first 

alleyway, tucked between two stores. He considered this one of his easier stops as he had only three names to check 

on. The second only had two. 

 An integral part of Charlie’s rounds was The Clipboard. All Together provided a clipboard to each volunteer, 

complete with a list of names of those who lived on the route, and an empty sheet for any new people who had settled 

in. Bryan had accompanied Charlie during the first week of his rounds, explaining The Clipboard and how it was the 

lovechild of one the administrators back at the center. He took Charlie through each point on the sheet and what he was 

responsible for while performing these routes: placing a checkmark or “X” next to each name to indicate whether the 

person was still in their recorded spot, and if they weren’t, he would need to fill in if their belongings were still there, if 

they had moved, or if they were dead.  

 “So, Sally,” Charlie began, “are you still in this alleyway?” 

 “Yes,” she said as they turned into the dark walkway, “you know I would never leave my birds.” 

 Sally told Charlie about her birds each day, except her birds were the pigeons that flew around the city, making 

them hard to “take care of” as she put it.  



 
 

 

 “Of course. Now, Sally, I’d really like to take you to the center today. You don’t look so good, and I don’t 

want those kids bothering you again. You know, there’s showers, hot food, comfortable beds, and there’s a spot where 

you can put your stuff. Plus, they could get a doctor or a nurse to check you o-” 

“No!” She said, stomping her foot in the process. The other people of Charlie’s list looked over from their 

heaps of garbage. 

“Please, Sally? They can really help you.” 

“No,” she said in a faint whisper. “No one can help me.” 

“Okay, well can I least give you lunch?” Charlie asked, reaching for his backpack. 

A part of Charlie’s clipboard was to record whether the individual accepted the brown paper bag filled with 

whatever the meal was – a grilled cheese sandwich and chips with a water, a small container of soup with juice, or any 

of the rest of the creative menu All Together had. Most gladly accepted the bags and thanked Charlie for making sure 

they were okay, shaking his clean hands with their dirt-covered ones. He would smile, ask them about their day, 

anything new, any stories, and then move on to help the next person.  

Sally looked up from her cart to Charlie, thanked him, grabbed the bag, and made her way over to the small, 

faded pink tent she called home. Over time, he had learned more about the older women, much like many others on his 

route, through these conversations. Sally had had three husbands in her lifetime, each worse than the last, and had 

finally left number three after he slapped their youngest daughter across the face for walking in front of a baseball 

game on tv. She had once described being kicked out of her sister’s home, her uncle’s home, a friend’s home, and 

many others, before ending up on the streets. She didn’t know where her kids were now, there were five of them out 

there, somewhere, but none of them had looked for her, and she hadn’t looked for them.  

Charlie filled out her line on the clipboard and moved on to the two gentlemen that were still watching his 

every move. They never warmed up to Charlie, always saying the minimum and turning away. And today wasn’t any 

different as they answered each question while tearing into their bags; yes, they were still here, no, they didn’t want no 

shelter, and no, they didn’t want no doctor. Charlie had the unfortunate memory of having to record one woman’s 



 
 

 

telling of her infected toe and the pus that would “ooze” throughout the day – she had denied the medical offer. He 

could also remember his panicked call to 911 after he found her dead in her tent two weeks later. All Together had 

switched his route the next week.  

He often found that he wanted to spend more time with each person, like during his first weeks in the center; to 

sit and talk, make sure they ate all their food, and try once again to offer to take them to the shelter. When he had first 

started meeting with people on the streets, right after Bryan stopped training him on it, Charlie had really pushed the 

services of the shelter and all they could have if they came back with him – he wanted to see these people get better, 

off the street. But after multiple weekends of refusals, he had finally learned to ask the first time and just give a gentle 

reminder before he left – they would go if they really wanted to. Most didn’t know any different anymore, and any 

inklings of their “before” was long gone in years of dirt, hunger, and trash bags.  

Bryan tried to console Charlie and give him advice after his first few weeks alone on the route. He knew that it 

was hard, but he, and the rest of the volunteers were doing what they could. “Not everyone will let you be a 

superhero,” he reminded him.  

~ ~ ~ 

 The day was more than halfway gone, and as the temperatures rose, Charlie’s energy dropped. He could feel 

the familiar feeling of exhaustion reaching in; it was an unusually hot day for September and Charlie was considering 

taking his small break a few stops before he usually did. Bryan had showed him a café he liked when Charlie got his 

new route, and it had quickly become a favorite spot for the two to go on dates, meet with friends, or pick up a cup of 

coffee before going back to the center. He could sit in the air-conditioned room for 20 minutes and eat his lunch, 

stashed away in his large backpack along with a small first-aid kit, flashlight, informational flyers, and whatever 

trinkets had snuck their way in there. He was only two stops away from the small café: I can make it, Charlie sternly 

thought to himself.  

 Charlie rolled his shoulders back, pulled his water bottle from the side pocket of his bag, a large backpack that 

doubled as a cooler provided by All Together to hold the meals and waters volunteers gave out on their routes, and 

took a large sip of the cold water.  



 
 

 

 After Sally’s spot, he had gone through the second, third, and fourth, each zapping more of Charlie’s energy. 

The last stop, an alleyway behind a popular bar, housed six men, Charlie’s largest group, and they all knew the drill. 

They would race through Charlie’s questions and attempts at conversation to get him to leave faster, and they often 

made snide comments about the “poor, little, rich boy” who had to do charity work. Charlie had made the mistake of 

telling them about himself and how he had ended up with All Together when he was first reassigned to this route, and 

now the men would never let him forget it. Bryan often laughed at him when he told the story of the “Bar Men” as he 

called them, and he would laugh with him – knowing he wasn’t the same person that had started all those months ago.  

 He had become more focused on things other than school and getting his degree. He had more friends and a 

great gig at All Together as he had been hired on as a Volunteer Manager to work alongside Bryan and his team after 

his 300 hours had been obtained. His only condition when he was hired was that he could continue working his route 

on the streets.  

 Charlie’s next stop was a small circular alleyway between an apartment building and an office complex that 

housed three people. He took a hard right off the main sidewalk and stepped into the dark alleyway, calling out, letting 

the group know that he was coming, “Sarah! Betty! Chester! It’s Charlie!” 

 “I see you! There’s no reason to shout, now is there,” said Betty, the older of the two women here. She was in 

her fifties and had been on All Together’s lists for over fifteen years, according to Bryan and the other managers – she 

had never gone to the shelter.  

 “Sorry, Betty,” he quickly apologized, “but you know I have to.” 

 “Yeah, yeah, kid. So, what’s the kitchen got for us today?” 

 At the mention of food, Sarah, Betty’s longtime friend, a woman in her mid-forties, crawled out of her sleeping 

bag and came to sit by Betty in front of her taped-up tarp. Betty had saved Sarah from a group of muggers that had 

been trying to bother her, quoting that she “barked like a bitch until they ran away like a bunch of pussies.” Sarah had 

been stuck to her side ever since.  



 
 

 

 Swinging the heavy backpack around, Charlie began pulling out three brown bags along with three cold water 

bottles, “They told me that it is some kind of lasagna dish, and there’s a slice of bread in there, too.” 

 “Oh! That sounds yummy!” Sarah said excitingly, “Doesn’t that sound yummy, Betty?” 

 His first few logs on his route, Charlie had written down a comment explaining that he felt Sarah wasn’t all-

there mentally and wondered what he should do. The resident managers at All Together told him to continue with his 

duties as normal, and if she wanted to come in for help, then she could, but if not, there wasn’t much they could do. He 

had a few individuals like Sarah on his route, and there wasn’t anything he could do but give them their meal and ask if 

the wanted to go to the shelter.  

 Sarah liked to comment on the pretty colors of his shirts and talked of nothing but her love for Betty and how 

Betty had saved her from the “mean men.” Betty usually brushed it off but would smile behind her water bottle.  

 Betty begrudgingly agreed that the meal sounded good as she grabbed her bag from Charlie, quickly telling 

him, “No shelter. Yes, food. And the same for happy-go-lucky here.” 

 Turning from the ladies with a smile on his face, Charlie made his way over to Chester’s tent, a dark green one 

that looked almost as old as Charlie, and patiently waited with his smile as Chester struggled to stand, complaining of 

his “old bones.” 

 “Hey Chester, how are you doing today?” 

 Chester slowly looked up from the ground into Charlie’s eyes. The wrinkles across his face had multiplied and 

deepened, and the little remining white hair on his head had been thinning more and more during the time Charlie had 

known Chester. He had noted these changes several times on his clipboard, as well as the fact that Chester had been 

getting slower and angrier over the last few months. Management always wrote it off as old age, but Charlie remained 

concerned. 

~ ~ ~ 

 He had met Chester after receiving his new route. Charlie had attempted to introduce himself to the old man 

and the two women, but was unable to finish because of the hard slap Chester had given him across the face, which 



 
 

 

shut him up with pain and tears. He could remember telling Bryan later that night, “He had quite a force for such an 

old man.” 

 Backing up a few steps from the group, Charlie, with tears in his eyes, was attempting to point to the awful 

blue “Volunteer” shirt and turned slightly to show him the bag with All Together’s logo on the back. 

 “No!” Chester shouted angrily, “Now, where the hell is that Samantha-girl that’s been coming around here?” 

 “Um, well- sir,” Charlie stuttered out, attempting a smile, “the managers told me that she was switched to 

working at the center, and they, um, assigned me to this route, so I’m kind of your new Samantha.” 

 The women, soon to be known as Betty, didn’t seem to care that there was someone new; answering the 

questions in a bored manner, become annoyed with Charlie’s slow, word-for-word reading of the clipboard. But 

Chester was still suspicious, “What’s your name, young man?” 

 “It’s Charlie, sir.” 

 “Now don’t go calling me ‘sir,’” Chester said in disgust, “I ain’t your daddy. I’m Chester. So, Charlie. That 

short for anything?” 

 Charlie told him no, that he had been born “Charlie.” He wanted to change the subject, but it was like Chester 

didn’t hear him or didn’t care.  

 Chester was much the same today. He was asking questions but zoned out and walked away before Charlie 

finished. He was thankful he no longer had to explain where Samantha was, a story that he had to repeat for close to a 

year before Chester began to remember Charlie’s name and who he was.  

 “I’m here, I guess,” Chester said, finally answering Charlie’s question. 

 “You got to be doing better than that,” Charlie said with a smile, “Can I take you to the shelter, Chester? I’m 

sure a warm shower would have you feeling better than ‘here.’” 

 “No, no, no, no,” Chester quickly said, shaking his head as he did. 



 
 

 

 Suddenly, like waking up, Chester refocused on Charlie’s face and asked, “Charlie! How’s your lovely lady 

doin’?” 

 This was also part of the daily routine with Chester. Charlie had explained many times that he wasn’t 

interested in girls, but it never stuck in Chester’s brain. Instead, he would talk about his made-up girlfriend, “She’s 

doing great, Chester. In fact, she’s been asking me when you’re going to take her out.” 

 Chester gave a big, hearty laugh, one he said that had landed him with a job as a game-show host before 

production was shut down after filming only five episodes, “Well, you better watch out, or I might just snatch her up 

from you. What’s she look like anyways? You’ve never told me before, probably because you’re scared of losing her.” 

 Charlie had learned a long time ago that it was easier to go along with what Chester was talking about, rather 

than arguing. Yet, he still ended up repeating the same answers several times before the conversation moved forward. 

Telling Chester the whole truth only led to his confusion and anger at being confused, resulting in tears and Charlie 

having to stay and calm him down while avoiding Chester’s sharp, uncut nails. A little white lie would never hurt, 

especially when Chester wouldn’t remember the conversation in five minutes. 

The crinkle of the paper bag in Charlie’s hand reminded him of his duties, and at once he held the bag and 

water bottle up, asking Chester if he would like the lasagna dish inside. 

Reaching out for the bag, Chester remarked, “Well, of course I would. You know that I always love your 

cooking.” 

Once again, a little white lie, or rather omission of the truth, wouldn’t hurt. Charlie grabbed the clipboard and 

pen that he had tucked in his armpit when he grabbed the bags and started to mark off the group’s answers.  

“So, Charlie.” Chester mumbled through a mouth full of bread. 

Without looking up from the clipboard, Charlie replied, “Yeah, Chester?” 

“When am I gonna meet your girl? You’ve never even told me what she looks like!” 

This was the routine.  



 
 

 

Charlie would patiently answer Chester’s multiple rounds of repeated questions, making sure that he ate his 

meal. Charlie had learned two years ago that Chester would forget he was hungry, or believe that he had already ate, 

and would go days without eating the provided meals; now Charlie would stay in the small alleyway until he saw 

Chester chew and swallow a decent portion of the food. In doing this, Charlie was subject to at least three more rounds 

of the girlfriend questions, but it was worth it to make sure that Chester did what he needed to. Chester never wanted to 

go to the shelter, and Charlie’s interactions were the only time someone could guarantee he was somewhat taking care 

of himself.  

~ ~ ~ 

 The sun had begun to set along the lines of buildings by the time Charlie got back to All Together. He was 

exhausted, and just wanted to finish up and go home and take a nap. He made his way through the lobby, up a side 

stairwell, and into the small office for volunteer managers. He pulled his clipboard out of his backpack as he walked 

through the door and dropped his sheets into the bin, already full of other volunteers’, and put the clipboard in the 

bucket beside the counter that was inconveniently placed right next to the office entrance. He and Bryan had tried to 

tell some of the facility managers to move it, but they never did.  

 Charlie had barely slid the backpack from his shoulders when Bryan seemingly materialized next to him, 

“Hey! How was your day?” Charlie asked. 

 Bryan’s eyes never reached Charlie’s, and his hands were fidgeting by his sides.  

 “What-, what’s going on?” 

 “They’re moving me.” Bryan stated. 

 The backpack slipped from Charlie’s hands and landed with a loud thud on the wooden floor.  

 “What do you mean?” Charlie asked, worry set across his face. 

 Bryan took a deep breath, bent over, picked up the backpack, and placed it on the counter beside him, “I mean, 

Charlie, that they want to transfer me to a resident manager position. It’s more money, but I’ll be in a different office. 

They said somewhere in the middle of Ohio. I have until the end of next month to get everything together.” 



 
 

 

 “They can’t just do that!” Charlie yelled to the empty office, “I mean, you’ve doing such great work here and 

you know these people. They know you. Wait. Did you agree? You actually agreed to this!” 

 “Yeah, I did. I need the money, Charlie. This is my job, my livelihood. Yeah, it’ll suck moving from the only 

place I’ve known and the people here, but it’s more money and potential benefits! I need that!” 

 “Money? What about the people you’ve helped, that I helped – you know the ones you introduced me to!” 

Charlie felt angry, with his closest friend leaving he could feel a sense of loneliness looming overhead. “What am I 

going to do here without you? I don’t know if I can stay if you’re not here. I need you here, Bryan.” 

 “Well, Charlie, then you probably were just in it for the money as well.” 

 Charlie was flabbergasted. He wasn’t just in it for the money, was he? He cared about the people, his work. Of 

course, the paycheck was nice, and it was next to campus, and he couldn’t imagine being here without a friend to talk 

to, but he couldn’t just be here for the money? 

Bryan, seeing these thoughts flashing across Charlie’s face, placed a hand on his shoulder and began to walk 

around the confused man to the office door. 

 “Wait! Bryan!”  

 The click of the door closing was the only response. 

  



 
 

 

Empty Desks 

 A loud sound erupted from the intercom. It was a mix of a beep and a screech and was followed by the 

cringing of student and teacher alike. Over the years, there had been many complaints about the annoying noise: 

students claiming it affected their hearing, teachers stating that it scared them. But it was never fixed. Students and 

teachers blamed the administration, administration blamed the principal, the principal blamed the county, so it was 

never fixed.  

 “Teachers,” the voice of Mrs. Whitlock, the sweet, old woman who worked in the front office, said, “Please be 

advised that all students and staff are to remain in their classrooms until further notice. Students, if you are currently 

out of a classroom, please make your way to the nearest one and have them notify your teacher of your whereabouts. I 

repeat, teachers, no one is to leave their classrooms until further notice.” 

 The intercom clicked off with another beep-screech and the classroom was silent. 

 Students, having been staring into space during the announcement, came back down to earth and began to look 

around to their neighbors with wide-eyed confusion. Ms. Spalding, who was sitting at her desk, slowly got up from her 

chair and made her way to the front of the classroom, attempting to shush the murmurs and whispers floating around 

the room. Desks screeched hard against the tile floor as students stood up, ignoring Ms. Spalding’s gentle words of 

confidence and trust in “our administration.” Her already small voice drowned out from the questions directing 

themselves towards her. 

 “What’s going on?” 

 “Is this a code red?” 

 “What if I have to pee?” 

 “What about lunch!” 

 How in the hell is she supposed to know? Thought Cassie, one of the few students who had remained in their 

seats, She’s obviously just as surprised as the rest of you idiots. We all heard the same announcement. 



 
 

 

 Ms. Spalding, trying her best to calm her students and keep them under control, while also attempting to keep 

herself calm, walked each student back to their desk with a promise that once everyone was seated and quiet, then they 

could discuss what was going on and figure out their next steps. 

 Cassie, bored with waiting for her classmates to sit in their too-small, too-hard desks, decided that she would 

rather deal with math then her classmates. It was a large, stapled packet of math problems Ms. Spalding had handed 

out at the beginning of class, stating that it was their study guide for next week’s midterm exam. Cassie had never 

really liked math, but she felt confident with how Ms. Spalding taught and found that Pre-Cal wasn’t as hard as it 

looked from the outside. Besides, she needed this grade to keep her parents off her back, and Ms. Spalding believed 

she could achieve her goal. 

 She was currently on a section covering graphs and if the lines shown had limits, but the bumping and 

murmurings of the students were making it hard for her to find her concentration again. She had been staring at this 

problem when the intercom had gone off and now the equations and their symbols were beginning to blur together in 

her mind. She set her pencil down on the paper and sat back as far as she could in the straight-backed chair.  

 The last student had finally sat back down, one of the testosterone-overload jocks who carried around a gallon 

jug of water wherever he went, but not before complaining about what being late to his weightlifting class would do to 

his stats in Friday night's game. Cassie felt a slight sting of pain from how hard she rolled her eyes. 

 She knew that whatever was going on would not be solved by their high school’s mediocre football team, that 

was currently on a five-game losing streak. But this was not felt by the members of the team that sat in her Pre-Cal 

class, as two other jug-carrying jocks backed up their teammate’s concern and made comments about their own stats. 

Ms. Spalding forced a smile onto her face and assured them that their talents, having stumbled over this word, would 

still push the team to do their best on Friday. 

 “Do you think it’s another code blood?” said Sam, usually a quiet student who sat in the front left corner of the 

classroom, a “prime spot” she claimed. 



 
 

 

 Each student turned to look to Sam, partially in surprise at her voice, having been above a whisper, but mostly 

in relation to what she said. Their eyes then shifted to a confused Ms. Spalding, whose hands had begun wringing 

together, “Sam,” she said slowly, “What do you mean by a ‘code blood?’” 

 The eyes darted back to Sam, waiting for the response everyone already knew. 

 “Well… um, a lot of um- the students say ‘code blood’ because of the time that student that, well…” 

 Sam’s eyes slowly made their way to the middle of the classroom and finally connected with Cassie’s 

onlooking eyes.  

 Having realized which student Sam was alluding to and remembering that Cassie was sitting mere inches from 

them, the rest of the class turned towards Cassie and the raised, pink line that rested across her wrist – not attempting 

to hide their stares. 

 Ms. Spalding, following the class’s eyes, gave a small, “Oh.” 

~ ~ ~ 

 The heavy wooden door had barely clicked shut before Cassie was enveloped by two pairs of arms. They each 

held tight and squeezed her to the point where she coughed, having no air left. 

 “Mom. Dad. Air.” She choked out. 

 Instantly, her parents stopped their squeezing, but they each still had their arms around Cassie – so close that 

she had to crane her head backwards to fully see their faces.  

 “Sorry, honey. We heard something happened at the school, and we were worried and-” Cassie’s mother, Lily, 

a usually calm and even demeanor woman, had tears in her eyes as she spoke – threatening to spill down her lightly 

blushed cheeks. 

 Cassie’s father, Mark, the more in-touch-with-his-feelings parent, leaned over and kissed his wife on the head, 

smushing her bright curls down with his lips. 



 
 

 

 “I’m sorry,” Cassie said, “We weren’t allowed to use our phones until we left school property, and I had a 

headache on the bus.” 

 “It’s okay,” Cassie’s father whispered, “We’re just glad that you’re okay.” 

~ ~ ~ 

 That night’s dinner was all about the day’s events. They wanted her to talk about it, so they started small: 

asking about each class and any homework or assignments she had coming up, as well as one interesting thing she 

learned or experienced in each. Her parents had even asked her how she was feeling about midterms next week, 

highlighting her Pre-Cal one. Finally, they had reached the turning point in the day. Numbers and graphs no longer 

mattered, they wanted to know what happened while their daughter was at school.  

 Answering her parent’s questions, Cassie explained the announcement in the classroom, mentioning the 

annoying sound that burst through the speakers, earning a small smile from each of her parents, and that it had taken 

over an hour of sitting in the stuffy classroom with a bunch of sweaty, impatient teenagers before they received any 

sort of information about the rest of the day. She recounted how some of the students were beginning to bicker with 

one another by the time the vice principals and guidance counselors made their way across the school, knocking and 

opening a few classroom doors at a time. Students were informed by whichever vice principal was at the door that the 

school was slowly being released early to help with traffic. Cassie had rolled her eyes at this in the classroom, and once 

again while sitting at the dinner table. They had been able to gather their things, collect a letter from the counselor at 

the door, and calmly, but swiftly, make their way down the hall to the main hallway and go to the parking lot where 

they could get on the bus or find their own cars and drive home. 

 Students’ whispers and murmurs and shuffling feet were the only noises in the hall as Cassie made her way to 

the bus, but that was soon interrupted by a rolling announcement playing across the school: all after-school activities 

and events were cancelled, remaining classes for the day were cancelled, and students were to remain off their 

cellphones until they were off school property and had made their way home.  

 Cassie told her parents that once she got to the main hallway, she could see into the hallway set across from 

hers, and that one of the bathrooms in the hallway was covered up with sheets and dividers. She couldn’t see anything 



 
 

 

except the administration and police officers talking by the sheets. She recalled that although there were students being 

released from classrooms, they were being escorted to the door at the end of the hall – not allowing them to even walk 

by the bathroom. Almost like they weren’t taking any chances, but about what Cassie didn’t know.  

 She had decided to leave out the part where her entire class stared at her while they waited to be released. Her 

parents were already worried enough about her being back in school, and she didn’t need those looks from them, too. 

 Mark and Lily had held hands throughout dinner and had given Cassie their full attention, leaving their plates 

untouched. 

 Before she could make her way upstairs, Cassie helped clean up the dishes and placed leftovers in their beat-up 

Tupperware, her mother called out, “Cassie, you mentioned a letter they were handing out. Do you still have it?” 

 “Oh, yeah. Sorry. It’s in my bag. Just give me a sec.” 

 She made her way over to the bag that had been left by the door, an innocent victim of the hugging tackles that 

had sent it to the ground, and unzipped the larger pocket to pick out the paper that had been shoved in hours before.  

 Her parents, back at the dinner table, were quietly talking when Cassie walked back in, placing the paper on 

the table. 

 “I didn’t get a chance to read it before I got home.” 

 They each gave her a soft smile as her father’s hand reached out and slid the paper across the table, placing it 

between him and his wife. Their eyes scanned the page and silence filled the room, only broken by her mother’s 

sudden whisper, “Oh my god.” 

 Mark picked up the paper and offered it to Cassie, who slowly reached out, muttered a quick “thanks” and 

made her way up the carpeted stairs.  

 Shutting the door behind her, she instinctively reached for the lock on the handle but remembered that she 

couldn’t lock the door – they had been removed six months earlier. Dropping her hand to her side, she took the five 

short steps to her plain desk and chair, pulled out the cushioned seat, and eased herself down. Taking a long, slow 



 
 

 

breath, Cassie closed her eyes; trying to release the tension that had crawled up her back at the retelling of the day’s 

events. Finally, feeling better prepared for whatever the paper said, Cassie opened her eyes, and blinking away the 

watering that had gathered, looked down to the page still in her hand.  

 The school’s logo took prominence at the top of the page, and there were only three short paragraphs that 

followed: 

 Dear Parent(s) and/or Guardian(s): 

It is with great sadness that we inform you about the tragic loss of one of our high school students earlier this morning 

(October 2nd). This sudden and tragic death resulted in the early dismissal of classes and the cancellation of all after-

school activities. We will return to regular scheduling tomorrow, October 3rd.  

Our hearts and thoughts are with the student’s family and friends as they cope with this tremendous loss… 

 Cassie quickly glanced over the rest of the letter, skipping past the administration’s attempts of caring by 

providing numbers to various counseling centers and school district offices. The letter was almost identical to the one 

that had been sent out six months ago, except this one confirmed that one of her classmates was dead. No name. No 

explanation. Yet, despite the mortal difference, the school still felt that it was appropriate to return to classes and 

activities within 24 hours of whatever had happened today.  

 She felt a small throb in her wrist.  

 She looked down to the jagged line that stood out against her otherwise pale, unmarked skin. 

 The students say ‘code blood’ because of the time that student that, well… 

 Dropping the letter onto the desk, Cassie took her right hand and gently covered the scar on her left.  

 It can’t be, she thought. But the letter is almost identical. 

 For six months, she had felt her classmates staring in school, in town, in stores – everywhere. Whether it was 

at her or her wrist, she didn’t know. But their eyes had followed her, and their parents’ eyes followed her parents. She 



 
 

 

had messed up the prim little world of her classmates with her little “stunt,” as some of them had called it. And it just 

happened again.  

 Her “stunt” was the reason why there weren’t any locks on any of the inside doors at home. Why the kitchen 

knives had been put in a drawer with an advanced child lock that even her dad struggled with from time to time. Why 

Cassie had spent every Tuesday and Thursday afternoon in the cushy office of her counselor (one on the school’s brief 

list of counselors in the area). Why there had been an assembly at every school in the county about mental health, 

suicide, and the “signs” to look for in this “modern-day society” as the speaker put it. Why her GPA had dropped after 

missing a month of classes and barely passing them at the end of the spring semester. Why she was scrambling this 

semester to catch up and stay ahead to bring her GPA up again. And why she was constantly being watched by every 

teacher, officer, and administrator at school; they hoped she wouldn’t “try again” while she was under their watch, 

their authority.  

 She had scared them when she took that razor to her wrist in the school bathroom six months ago. She hadn’t 

meant to cut as deep as she did. She only wanted to relieve the tension and stress building up in her mind as 

conversations in classes began to gear towards adulthood and the “after” of high school. She could remember feeling 

of the tears running down her face as she contemplated what to pursue as a career when you have no idea what you 

want to do. And next remembered being crumpled against the filthy, stained floor with the poor, flustered school nurse 

(who was obviously out-of-her-league with this situation) above her face, and a vice principal talking to a crying 

student while trying to yell into his phone and walkie at the same time. 

 Her wrist throbbed again. She gave it a squeeze and stood up from the desk. 

 She hadn’t looked, and still didn’t, like a depressed, suicidal teen from the outside – that’s what really 

confused her parents and the school. Looking around her room, she saw the opposite of what those assemblies had 

described as the “signs.” Her bed was neatly made, there were no piles of clothes, no layers of dust or neglect. Her 

garbage can was regularly cleared out by her dad, dishes were taken downstairs after use, and her window blinds were 

always open to the outside sky and the tall tree that had been growing in their front yard since they moved in nine years 

ago. Her grades were good, mostly A’s with only a few B’s – until last semester. She had played sports in middle 



 
 

 

school and was part of a variety of clubs and societies at her high school. Cassie had never told her parents of any 

trouble or any feelings of sadness, except for the occasional complaint about the amount of homework and annoyance 

at all the college advertisement letters she received. Everyone thought she was happy. Normal. 

 But she wasn’t. She had known this for a while.  

 She was constantly scared of the unknown, scared of the known, scared of herself. Her brain messed with her a 

lot; thinking of things that made her sad and angry. That she was alone. That the few friends she rarely hung out with 

outside of school didn’t like her. That she would do nothing in life. That she was a shame to her parents. Things she 

knew were not true but felt true because the brain had told her. Everything was just too much. 

 She began the cutting by accident. The wrong flick of a kitchen knife while she was angrily cutting vegetables 

for dinner one night. Some of the girls in her class enjoyed bumping into her in the hallways, making comments about 

her outfit of the day, and the occasional “go back to where you came from.” She was from Ohio, not another country. 

So that night, after a long day of equations, essays, talks of college, and bottle-blondes messing with her, she needed 

the release of aggression, and that came in the peppers, onions, and carrots her mom had slid her way on the kitchen 

counter. She was cutting and, after her mom left the room to run to her office upstairs, was talking to herself, hands 

waving as she did. She had accidentally caught the skin on her left forearm on a particularly bitter part. Too stunned to 

make a noise, Cassie had just stared at the cut until her mom’s gasp next to her woke her back up; she hadn’t even 

heard her come back in.  

 And while Cassie’s mom cleaned and bandaged the cut, Cassie realized that it had felt good. There had been a 

release with the droplets of the blood. Like the poison of her mind left through the wound. It was from that evening 

seven-and-a-half months ago that she began to cut when she felt she needed a release; something to keep her from 

going completely off the deep end.  

 Cassie took a shaky breath in as tears began to fall down her cheeks and she slowly lowered herself down on 

the beige carpet.  

~ ~ ~ 



 
 

 

 It only took only five minutes into first period the next day for the student body to piece together who wasn’t 

there. 

 Edith Weller. 

 Her desk had been empty in one of the early morning biology classes. Of course, there were many students not 

at school because of their parents wanting them to stay home, but it was the teacher’s avoidance of her name that had 

been enough for students to begin sending out messages to their friends – the news spreading like wildfire. By the bell 

ending first period, everyone had heard from someone, and Edith’s name was on everyone’s tongue.  

 Cassie had overheard Edith’s name from some girls who sat behind her in her American literature class. She 

hadn’t known Edith, at least, not well. Their school was small enough that she had been with the same kids since they 

were picking their noses in early elementary school. Everyone knew everyone. Cassie had been a little late to the party 

having only moved to the area before the start of her second-grade year, but her “new-girl” status had lost its gleam by 

the end of the year, although some students, the “bottle-blondes” as Cassie called them, liked to remind those who had 

moved in after the class’s kindergarten year that they weren’t truly one of them. Edith was also part of this group, 

having started school with them in their fourth-grade year. And the bottle-blondes did what they could to students like 

Cassie and Edith to make sure they remembered this view: comments, pushes, the occasional Greyhound Bus website 

link sent via email or text message. Regardless of this “status,” her class had seen each other grow up, and now they 

had seen one disappear. 

 She had always known Edith existed. She was quiet, had a small group of friends, always had a computer out 

(likely working on something for the school yearbook or the photography club). Cassie could remember having classes 

with her; she might’ve even worked on a project or two with her if she remembered right. But she had never known 

her. Just what she heard when people made fun of her small figure or talked about some of the nerds in their class. Was 

Edith actually a nerd? Or was that just what people thought because of the yearbook and photography clubs and the 

small wire glasses that were constantly slipping off her thin nose? 

 She was just one of two-hundred classmates; another name that would appear next to theirs in the yearbook 

each year.  



 
 

 

~ ~ ~ 

 A small routine had begun to set itself into the lives of the community in the week following Edith’s death.  

 Students would go to school in the morning, with news crews from different local channels setting up just 

outside the school property while repeating the same facts over and over because there was no new information. 

Headlines about the “tragic loss” and the “young student” who would “no longer walk the halls of…” It was all the 

same. The police had yet to have any sort of news conference at the “request of the student’s family,” so everyone in 

town waited for the rare moment one of the Weller’s stepped outside their small home to see if they would let anything 

slip out about what had happened. 

 And finally, on the Thursday after Edith died, it happened.  

 According to Stephanie, one of the bottle-blondes at school, her mom was at the grocery when she ran into 

“poor Mrs. Weller” who was covered in tears and snot as she carried a bag of frozen chicken wings and a box of ginger 

ales towards the check-out. The girl’s friends were eating up the story as she dramatically described the scene; their 

collective gasps collecting the attention of the classroom, and eventually every student and the teacher were listening to 

the story.  

 Apparently, her mother, being the “angel that she is” wrapped her arms around Mrs. Weller, spilling out words 

of condolence and promises of “anything she needed,” and Mrs. Weller, overwhelmed by “the kindness of my 

mother’s heart” said something about her not believing that Edith would do something like this. That Edith could just 

be gone. 

 The girl’s mother’s confusion showed on her face and Mrs. Weller, according to the girl’s mother, said that her 

daughter had done “what that poor girl from last school year had tried to do.” 

 By mid-day, the word had been spread through the halls and all conversations from teacher and student alike 

were about Edith’s suicide.  

 “It’s got to be true! Stephanie’s mom heard it from Mrs. Weller’s lips!” many of the students argued. 



 
 

 

 And that evening every local news station was reporting about the suicide of a local student inside the school. 

Cassie’s parents sat in disbelief at the news, and Cassie just tried to keep the constant buzzing of her phone away from 

their ears.  

~ ~ ~ 

 Friday morning Cassie didn’t just feel like she was being stared at; she was being glared at by some, ignored 

by others, and there were some who looked at her with tears in their eyes. She was openly outcasted. Like the Red Sea, 

the school hallways cleared down the middle as students noticed her walking behind them. It was like no one wanted to 

be touched by her; to be infected.  

 The words of Mrs. Weller kept repeating in her head, she did what that poor girl from last school year had 

tried to do. But they kept jumbling with the words from classmates that were still sitting unread on her phone, “your 

fault,” “out-of-towner,” “join Edith” – it only took the few words shown in the previews for Cassie to decide to just not 

open her messaging app for a couple dozen years or so.  

 Before last week, Cassie and Edith had never been put together in a sentence, except for the occasional 

mention of new students of the past. But now? Now, Edith and Cassie’s names were said in the same breath. Thanks, 

Mrs. Weller, she thought to herself.  

 The students’ harsh glares dug into her, as if the raised, pink line along her wrist provided the clear-cut reason 

behind the suicide of a girl she had never really known. That her “stunt” six months ago was what caused Edith to go 

into that bathroom.  

 She didn’t know what to do to make the glaring stop, or to disconnect herself from Edith. So, she did nothing. 

It’s all she felt she could do, other than draw more attention to herself by giving them the reactions they wanted. She 

wouldn’t yell, she wouldn’t glare back, and she wouldn’t cry – no matter how much she wanted to. Cassie had finally 

begun to feel some sort of resemblance to her life at school before the “stunt” after many months of keeping her head 

down, where besides the occasional comment from some of bottle-blondes, including Stephanie, about how they wish 

she would’ve succeeded at that one thing in her life. But now it was back in the spotlight, and she hated it. She just 

kept reminding herself to breathe as she walked through the hallways and sat in the too-small desks.  



 
 

 

 Classes drug on, and stress for midterms still lingered in the air as administration had decided to push them 

back to next week in “light of recent events.” Teachers attempted to make everything seem normal, but students still 

stole glances at any empty seat and Cassie. She wasn’t even in this class! Cassie angrily thought during her second 

period history, Is this going to happen every time a student misses class? 

 Déjà vu had begun to fog Cassie’s brain as she walked to third period, and she was once again seated in the 

middle desk of Ms. Spalding’s room. The bell was not due for another four minutes, and the noise of students making 

their way through the hall outside was a distraction for Cassie as she tried not to focus on the few pairs of eyes that had 

settled on her as they all waited for the bell to sound.  

 Some more staring students had just walked through the open door when suddenly, a loud sound erupted from 

the intercoms across the entire school. It was a mix of a beep and a screech and was followed by the cringing of student 

and teacher alike. The heads in the classroom looked up to the dark circle in the ceiling while the bodies in the hall 

continued making their way to their next class.  

 “Now what?” said one student sitting a couple desks away from Cassie. 

 “You’re kidding, right?” groaned another. 

 The small, sweet voice of Mrs. Whitlock echoed across the school, bouncing of tile and concrete, “Cassie 

Owens, please report to the front office. Cassie Owens, front office.” 

 All eyes in the classroom snapped to the middle desk. 

 Fuck. 

 The words of Stephanie followed Cassie all the way to the office, “Maybe they’re finally going to expel her ass 

and send her back to country-city.” 

~ ~ ~ 



 
 

 

 Later that month, it was Stephanie who was expelled. Her years of prejudice had finally caught up with her and 

the lone eyebrow on the principal’s face had almost flown away when Cassie showed him the messages she had been 

receiving from the student body (with at least one hundred of those being from Stephanie).  

 The mere thought of one of his students pushing another student in that way disturbed him to his “very core” 

as he had told Cassie. It was only after he had asked Cassie about what she knew about Edith and if Cassie had been 

having any trouble because of the past week that she showed him the messages still unread on her phone. Apparently, 

the police had found similar messages on Edith’s phone received prior to her death and had asked Mr. Carmichael to 

verify if Cassie had received anything.  

 Cassie was quickly thanked for the information, apologized to for not “providing a safe environment for her to 

be learning in,” and was escorted back to the hallway where she was to make her way back to class.  

 A month later, with Stephanie gone and the glares of students now focused on the other bottle-blondes, Cassie 

revered in her re-established invisibility. There was the occasional glance of sadness or pity from classmates, and the 

thoughts of harm had not completely left her mind, the locks remained off the doors, and teachers still watched her 

every move, but she was once again in her bubble of solitude. Leaving just Cassie and the battle within her head.   



 
 

 

Part of the Crowd 

 

All I see are the backs of heads, each facing in a single direction, 

Moving towards something, but I can’t see what.  

 

I am lost. I am not ready. I don’t want to go. 

 

I try to turn but the crowd is too tight. 

 

Each rhythmic step echoes; ramming into my head with each loud BOOM. 

We come to the end.  

I am not ready. 

The only one in panic. 

 

Each face blank, eyes milky white, mouths pursed – content. 

 

I am pushed forward, locked in by those beside me. 

 

I am not ready, I’m not ready, I’m not –   

 

  



 
 

 

Hot Shower Stress 

 

Steam fills the air. Rising.  

Warming my frozen throat and lungs. 

One big breath in, one big breath out. 

 

Scalding water rains down my back,  

Providing the only feeling, 

Breaking the numbness of my body and mind. 

My back tingles as the stream follows the path of my spine. 

 

What bliss is better than this? Than the kiss of hot mist? 

 

Each rounding motion of soapy bubbles 

Erases another nerve signal of stress.  

The bad and horrible wash down the drain with hair and bubbles. 

 

Slowly, 

Piece by piece, I untangle my hair and mind, 

Sometimes with a pull and a yank to get some give. 

I don’t know how many more yanks I can give. 

 

I stand under the spout, 

My face drowning in the hot water. 

My lungs beginning to burn, 

But I don’t care.  

 

I am in heaven, and I will come out anew. 

 

 

 



 
 

 

A Moment Not Often Experienced 

 

Hardly ever seen.  

An endangered species.  

This is all I want. 

 

The surrounding sounds of the world  

Seep in and drown my thoughts.  

Blurred through my tears.  

 

Numb without the coursing electricity 

Singing through my veins,  

Searing my brain. 

But it’s nice. 

I forgot this feeling. 

 

What a moment. 

Transcending, expanding, lasting a lifetime,  

Yet only a millisecond.  

 

It will not last.  

I wait in anticipation  

For the electricity, 

The nerves, 

The heavy breathing. 

A hard, icy wave. 

 

Reality is too much.  

It cuts at each scar.  

The ache and pain deeper with each swipe. 

So, I sit.  



 
 

 

Sit and stare into the unending expanse 

And wonder. 

 

I wonder at the beauty at the moment’s peace, 

Enjoy it while it lasts. 

 

  



 
 

 

Lost in a Crowd  

 

Voice gone in a sea of bodies. 

I reach for you,  

To touch something,  

Anything. 

The tips of my fingers graze your shirt,  

But you’re gone –  

And so am I. 

 

Sinking,  

Voice unheard,  

Otherwise, you would’ve gone slower. 

 

  



 
 

 

On Top of a Parking Deck 

 

To sit and stare 

 as the sun falls away, 

a yellow moon rises, 

and tears stream down my face.  

My feet dangling, 

 and my shaky hands holding one another. 

 

  



 
 

 

Listen 

 

i am the one 

who appreciates  

the quiet stillness 

in the air, 

contrast to the  

endless noise 

that surrounds 

me.  

 

  



 
 

 

What If? 

I don’t like lying back in front of people. 

 

My stomach sticks out, 

 but a pillow helps to cover. 

My thighs are large, 

 taking a lot of space. 

My chin and neck vanish behind a shirt or blanket. 

 

I don’t like the way I look. 

I am always conscious of my stomach,  

 and if I need to raise my chin and extend my neck. 

 

What if I just didn’t eat today? 

I could chug water instead,  

 and deal with the stomach cramps later –  

 trying to forget that I feel sick if I don’t eat. 

But food calls to me, 

 and once it’s on the mind  

 there is nothing to take it away. 

I just can’t stop. 

So, what if I just skipped one meal? 

 

I’ll never be considered thin. 

There are things about my body that I cannot change, 

 but it’s the stomach, 

  the thighs, 

  the chin 

 that rest on my mind  

 and tell me  

 I’m not good enough. 



 
 

 

The Glass Pane 

 

Am I missing something? 

Sitting behind homework and the window of the library. 

Have my long lists of to-dos kept me from a world not worth missing? 

 

My mind tells me I cannot join the world without first completing the proper steps. 

Those are the first priority. 

Not the sights I may see, 

Or the people I could meet, 

And certainly not the memories held onto for decades. 

 

How could I know what I’m missing if I’ve never looked up? 

Nose always stuck on the next task, the next assignment, the next book, the next –  

 

That pane of glass has always been a thick one, unbreakable, not to be touched or looked at.  

Not until a single, crisp piece of paper is obtained, 

Life’s funding secured,  

And the ring placed and future birthed. 

 

No. 

I can’t be missing something,  

Because I have never experienced anything that could be warranting these feelings. 

 

I just don’t know anymore. 

 

And with that realization, a faint crack appears in the glass. 

 

  



 
 

 

The Trigger That Makes the Heart Race 

 

The spark of fear strikes my heart. 

Was that the fire alarm? 

I hear it in the back of my mind, as clear as if it were going now – 

Always following. 

The shrill ringing of death and anxiety, 

Aiming to pierce my ears and the brain that lies beyond. 

 

~ 

 

Please stop, please stop, please stop. 

They are loud, their shouts covering any of my protests. 

Words grow more pointed as they increase in volume, 

Are they pointed at me? 

I fold in on myself,  

Arms wrapping,  

Protecting,  

Shielding, 

From the volley of arrows between the two armies. 

 

~ 

 

How is it that such a small bite makes the biggest sound? 

In a room of silence, it is the only thing I hear, 

Each chew gathering more of my attention. 

I flinch with each bite, bite, bite. 

I can’t tell them to stop – they don’t even know they’re doing it. 

But the sound of nail making home against teeth is gritting  

And making my body squirm against the pulls of sound and space. 

 



 
 

 

overload 

 

each step is a drill in my head and a shake in my body 

the noise just won’t stop 

everything is too bright too loud too everything 

my heart races as my breath attempts to overtake it 

i pace and pace trying to calm down but it won’t stop 

and my hands shake and won’t stop shaking 

i don’t get it 

i just want it to stop but it won’t stop 

i can’t stop thinking 

i keep my steps light so I don’t cause this for someone else 

there he goes again making noise and being loud and causing this 

he just won’t shut up 

my body is numb there is nowhere safe for me 

i can’t find the quiet i can’t find my mind. 

 

  



 
 

 

5-3-1 

 

the sweet lull of sleep. 

 

five good things from the day. 

 

three things to look forward to tomorrow. 

 

one sure way I know I am here. 

 

not falling overboard, 

not jumping ship. 

  



 
 

 

The Future Awaiting Me 

 

My brain will dissolve into mush. 

I will forget and repeat everything ten times. 

I’ll mix the names of those most important to me:  

Daughter for granddaughter, son for uncle. 

But will I even know my own name? 

I will dissipate before my family’s eyes,  

Each year a shred of the woman before. 

 

  



 
 

 

Paid by the Hour 

 

I should really be paid for this. 

No license but still practicing, 

As I am condemned to carry their emotional burdens. 

I am counselor to all. 

And I don’t even get dental. 

 

Friends, family, strangers. 

Each unload their lives, troubles, anxieties onto me. 

Looking for advice, solace, 

Just someone to talk to. 

 

I prescribe what I can: hugs, bandages, words of wisdom. 

But at the end of the day: where is my prescription? 

 

Everyone wants their problems solved and anxieties released, 

Meanwhile, mine get pushed aside and buried under miles of others’ emotions. 

 

It’s hard to breathe sometimes. 

All I have is a pillow to squeeze and throw against the wall. 

There are no warm hugs or open arms to carry me through. 

No, instead I am left in an empty waiting room. 

 

Time is occupied by unscheduled patients who have yet to pay their bills, 

While mine pile higher as I drown under my debts. 

 

I play counselor, but where does the counselor go when the session is over? 

I mean, it’s not like I can go to the dentist. 

  



 
 

 

Running on Empty 

 

How am I still standing? 

Stretched thin is an understatement. 

Brain, emotions, and time are pulled in a million-and-one directions. 

The gas tank has been empty,  

But what’s one more thing? 

 

Asked every day, each request filling another line in my planner. 

A ticking time bomb, each tiny increment of pressure bringing closer the explosion. 

And when I blow, I’m the bad guy, not those who pushed more onto my scale. 

It’s a miracle I’m still in one piece. 

But what’s one more thing? 

  



 
 

 

Fixed and Fluid 
 
I can’t move.  
My brain says go, 
But my legs, arms, eyes, will not. 
I want to go but I can’t. 
I must move on,  
Feed, bathe, take care of myself,  
Yet, I cannot move. 
 
The brain is stuck,  
unwilling to bend to my will. 
 
~ 
 
I can’t stop moving. 
My brain says stop, 
But my legs, arms, eyes, will not. 
I want to stop but I can’t. 
I must move on,  
Focus,  
Yet, I cannot stop moving. 
 
The brain is speeding,  
Unwilling to brake at my command. 

 

  



 
 

 

Answers for Years of Wondering 

 

Research had led me to this point, 

To sit here with blank, white walls staring back at me. 

There had to be an answer to the years of confusion. 

I couldn’t focus, late nights were my friends, 

My mind, always in fourth gear, only slowed down in sleep. 

I had to get this answer,  

This solution would be key in helping me reach my goals. 

 

The door finally opens and the white coat, blending with the walls, steps into the room. 

I’m told a positive diagnosis only requires a 34 on the long test I took minutes earlier,  

Bringing up questions I hadn’t even realized I had been struggling with. 

 

I scored a 39. 

 

It wasn’t what I thought.  

My research pointed me in the right direction, 

But at the end of the road,  

I kept going straight  

When I should’ve taken a left turn 

 

Initial confusion rocks my body, 

But it makes so much more sense. 

I struggled with attention, focus, time management 

I wasn’t impulsive, bouncing off the walls. 

I just couldn’t pull myself into things long enough to finish them. 

 

But there it was. 

I was right. 

39. 



 
 

 

Everything I had been feeling and struggling with 

Had been confirmed. 

I have ADD. 

 

  



 
 

 

The First Night of a New Life  

 

There it was.  

That small, orange-and-white pill that was going to help me. 

Effective for 14 hours. Could take on whatever days I wanted. 

And all I needed to do was swallow. 

 

I felt my brain transition from a traffic jam to a wide-open thoroughfare. 

It was incredible. 

My fingers were gliding across the keyboard, 

Putting the words down before my brain thought of them.  

I can’t remember ever working this efficiently. 

My heart was alive,  

Pounding, pounding, pounding. 

I felt jittery, shaky, like I couldn’t keep my hands still if I tried.  

But I was knocking out my list.  

Things that had taken me weeks to begin were flying away in a matter of hours. 

 

I took it too late.  

He didn’t warn me not to take it too late.  

I just wanted to get my work done, 

So, I took it the first chance I got. 

That was a mistake. 

I should’ve waited until the next morning.  

 

Time did not matter.  

I forgot it existed.  

I didn’t feel it. 

My eyes shifted to the clock. 

Shit. 

It was six a.m. 



 
 

 

And I didn’t feel anything. 

I could keep going, 

Hell, I could probably run a mile, 

while writing an essay,  

with a side of a whole book.  

 

I know I shouldn’t, 

But, man, did I want to. 

I had to force myself into bed, 

Mind still racing,  

I watched the sun rise as I closed my eyes. 

  



 
 

 

stone in the water 

alone in an empty room, there is nothing, 

i am nothing. 

no sound, no light,  

only my body floating. 

 

through ebb and flow of the tide after you drop a stone, 

ripple ripple ripple ripp rip ri r. 

i am that stone. 

sinking to the bottom. 

i kiss the world goodbye  

and hope to never see the surface again. 

 

dark, calm, peace.  

thoughts stand still and my brain is empty. 

there is a forcefield around me, keeping me in place, 

nothing can penetrate that wall. 

i am alone, and i am at peace. 

 

slowly, ever-so-slowly, i am awakened. 

a lone hand reaches out – fingers stretching to graze my skin. 

the gentle hand grabs on and pulls me up. 

 

a gasping breath as i break the surface. 

like breathing for the first time. 

soaked to the bone and dazed, i try to find my footing. 

shaky legs barely hold as gravity weighs down –  

i had forgotten the feeling. 

one step, then another,  

i make my way out of the empty room,  

back into the world outside.  



 
 

 

Letter to the Unknown 

 

Hey there. 

I don’t know what you hold,  

Or what you will show me, 

You always seem to hide from me, 

But I want to know. 

 

It makes me nervous, scared shitless, a constant stomachache, 

But I have to know. 

 

You hide these doors to the future so well,  

That I can never even guess what opportunities will make their way. 

I’ll never truly be ready, 

So come on, 

Peel back the shadows,  

Bring it forth,  

And let’s explore. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The detrimental effects of pollutants on the health of aquatic organisms have been a longstanding 

environmental issue. Several studies have analyzed the effects of environmental stressors, specifically 

pollution, through the analysis of histopathological markers. This study has further expanded on research 

that has already been conducted on the detrimental effects of toxins on the livers of fish species. Specifically, 

the main goal of this study was to compare the harmful effects of toxins on the Largemouth bass 

(Micropterus salmoides) and Spotted bass (Micropterus puntulatus) fish species found in Lake Oliver, 

Chattahoochee River, Columbus, GA. Males and females within these bass species were also compared in 

order to assess for differences in severity of liver damage. The impact of these toxins on fish liver health 

was analyzed by looking at histopathological biomarkers such as cytoplasmic degeneration, cellular 

hypertrophy, fibrosis, and necrosis. Hematoxylin and eosin (H&E) stain along with reticulin stain were used 

in order to further identify the histopathological characteristics of the liver samples. Liver specimens were 

then categorized according to the level of tissue damage. Previous studies have shown that increasing levels 

of toxicity are directly correlated to more liver lesions. Liver samples were analyzed using three health 

assessment indices: degree of tissue change (DTC), hepatosomatic index (HSI), and condition factor (K). 

Using a scoring system, the fish livers were assessed based on their degree of tissue change (DTC). 

Ultimately, a higher score is directly related to decreased functionality of the tissue. There was no significant 

difference found in the DTC among both species, gender, and species by gender. A significant difference 

was found in the HSI score for both species and gender. Finally, there was a significant difference found in 

the condition factor between species. DTC, HSI, and Condition Factor can all be used as biomarkers for 

overall fish health.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Fish and other aquatic organisms are often exposed to environmental stressors such as pollution. 

The impact of pollutants can be measured through various histopathological biomarkers. Specifically, 

hepatic biomarkers are good indicators of the effects of environmental pollutants due to the liver’s 

metabolic functions (Abdel-Moneim et. al 2016). Like those of other mammals, fish livers play an integral 

role in the process of detoxification. The liver is also responsible for bile production, maintaining metabolic 

homeostasis, producing glycogen, and synthesizing plasma proteins; these proteins include albumin, 

fibrinogen, and complement factors (Taddese et al. 2014). In previous toxicological studies, the liver is 

often set apart as a main focus of research due to the fact that it is especially vulnerable to cytotoxicity and 

tumorigenesis. Because anatomic architecture and physiological function of the liver have been mostly 

conserved among vertebrates, any harmful effects of toxins on the livers of fish raise concerns for humans 

who are exposed to the same waters (Wolf and Wheeler 2018). Histopathological evaluation of the fish 

liver can be a source of vital information regarding the overall health of a species. Biomarkers such as focal 

necrosis, irregular-shaped nuclei, nuclear hypertrophy, and nuclear vacuolation can be used to quantify the 

severity of hepatic disease (Camargo and Martinez 2007). 

Urban streams including small rivers are often negatively impacted by human activity. Despite laws 

that are directed at protecting the environment, such as the Clean Water Act, many agricultural and domestic 

outflows contain organic and inorganic pollutants. These pollutants include oils, heavy metals, and 

pesticides (Camargo and Martinez 2007). In turn, these toxins affect aquatic organisms that live in the 

contaminated waters causing disease. Specifically, fish exposed to highly polluted water exhibit a wide 

range of problems ranging from microscopic single-cell biochemical alterations to changes in fish 

populations (Bernet et al. 1999). Histopathological biomarkers are often used as a means to qualify and 

quantify the detrimental effects of environmental stressors on organs such as gills, kidney, and liver 

(Camargo and Martinez 2007). The primary benefit of using histopathological techniques is the ability to 

quickly and efficiently identify the effects of chronic stressors and irritants on tissues. Fish exposed to 



 

 

pollutants often sustain lesions in several vital organs. A study done on striped bass (Morone saxatilis) 

demonstrated the negative effects of contaminated waters on fish health. Several organs showed signs of 

disease through changes in anatomic structure including the skin, kidneys, and liver (Bernet et al. 1999). 

Similarly, the effects of organochlorine insecticides on lambaris (Astyanax bimaculatus) was observed 

through changes in the liver including glycogen depletion, nuclear and cytoplasmic deformation, nuclear 

and cytoplasmic hypertrophy, and hyperemia (Marcon et al. 2015).  

 As toxins enter the bloodstream, they are delivered to the internal organs of the fish. Oftentimes, 

these pollutants are not immediately detrimental to the organs, but rather, cause changes in tissue after 

chronic exposure (Yancheva et al. 2016). Based on the results of their study, Wolf and Wolfe concluded 

that fish livers are more resistant to toxins in that histopathological markers are observed in fish at higher 

concentrations as compared to other mammals, including humans (Wolf and Wolfe 2005). The results of 

this study are underscored because any detrimental effects that are found in the fish liver samples are 

concerning as these toxins are even more harmful to humans consuming the same polluted waters. 

Hepatocytes are the basic functional unit of the liver. Therefore, any pathological changes observed in these 

cells are a reflection of overall liver health. One of the responses to higher metabolic demand in the liver is 

a process called hypertrophy (Taddese et al. 2014). Hypertrophied hepatocytes can be characterized by 

irregular shaped nuclei and derangement of cellular structure (Camargo and Martinez 2007). Continued 

exposure to toxins can lead to necrosis, or premature cell death. Other histopathological markers such as 

nuclear vacuolation, cytoplasmic degeneration, and bile stagnation can also be seen. Bile stagnation can be 

characterized as brownish-yellow granules found in the hepatocytes’ cytoplasm. These changes to the liver 

are detrimental and are often related to fishes exposed to waters that are contaminated with metals including 

copper and mercury (Camargo and Martinez 2007).  

 Hepatic necrosis can be determined based on the presence of irreversible changes in cellular 

morphology. These changes include nuclear pyknosis, disrupted liver architecture, hepatocyte apoptosis, 

and hepatocyte cell membrane rupture (Wolf and Wheeler 2018). The hematoxylin and eosin (H&E) 



 

 

staining technique is one of the most common methods of staining used in histopathological evaluation. 

However, additional special stains can be used in order to provide a more detailed image of the tissue. 

Masson’s trichrome stain is also one of the most commonly used stains on liver specimens. It can be used 

to identify the presence of fibrosis, as a result of liver injury, and in the staging of chronic liver diseases 

(Krishna 2013). The reticulin stain can be used to detect reticulin fibers and highlight the possible collapse 

of the reticulin framework, indicating necrosis. The Perl’s iron stain is a reliable way to detect fibrosis. 

Hepatocellular injury is often indicative of large quantities of iron present in both hepatocytes and Kupffer 

cells. The periodic acid-Schiff (PAS) stain is used to identify glycogen (Krishna 2013). It is often used to 

identify the presence of necrosis in human liver biopsies, as it highlights the presence or absence of 

hepatocytes (Krishna 2013). Due to their ability to detect necrosis and fibrosis in liver tissue samples, I will 

be using these special stains in my histopathological analysis of Largemouth Bass and Spotted Bass livers. 

Hepatic damage can be grouped into several categories to quantify the levels of toxicity. In other 

studies, histological changes were assigned a score based on the level of tissue damage they were associated 

with (Camargo and Martinez 2007). A study done by Camargo and Martinez (2007) developed a scoring 

system to categorize liver damage in streaked prochilod (Prochilodus lineatus). They divided the liver 

samples into three stages, each stage representing increasing levels of severity in tissue damage. Stage one, 

in which the tissue still maintains its functional properties, includes the presence of irregular shaped nuclei, 

nuclear hypertrophy, cellular hypertrophy, and eosinophilic granules in cytoplasm (Camargo and Martinez 

2007).  In stage two, the detrimental effects of toxicity are more severe, further impairing the function of 

tissue. Stage two includes nuclear vacuolation, cytoplasmic degeneration, cellular rupture, and bile 

stagnation. Finally, tissue that is categorized in stage three represents the most severe of histopathological 

liver damage, focal necrosis. This level of damage is extremely severe and is associated with irreparable 

damage (Camargo and Martinez 2007). A scoring system titled “degree of tissue change” (DTC) was 

formulated after separating the characteristics of tissue damage into the three stages. This scoring system 

was developed in order to identify varying degrees of severity of lesions within neotropical fish species. 



 

 

Lesions that were used to identify more severe pathology were directly correlated with greater impairment 

of tissue function (Camargo and Martinez 2007). 

 As part of this research, my goal was to evaluate the impact of pollutants on the overall health of 

Largemouth bass and Spotted bass livers by modifying a scoring system by Camargo and Martinez. 

Ultimately, this scoring system was used to determine the degree of tissue change (DTC) for the liver 

samples. In addition, two other health assessment indices were used to further characterize the level of 

histopathological damage in the fish livers, namely hepatosomatic index (HSI) and Condition Factor (K). 

Liver samples were collected from fish in Lake Oliver in Columbus, Georgia. It has been proposed that 

Lake Oliver may be a source of high levels of pollutants, therefore, I hypothesized that both species of fish 

living in this lake will show signs of liver damage. Furthermore, my research compared the lesions 

identified in each species. I hypothesized that there will not be a difference in the severity of liver tissue 

damage among both species and genders as they both live in the same habitat and have a common ancestral 

lineage originating to the Black Bass species. 

 

METHODS 

Sample Collection 

 Both Largemouth bass (LMB) (n = 27) and Spotted bass (SB) (n = 30) were obtained using boat 

electrofishing techniques as well as rod and reel methods. Due to their high prevalence in Columbus, 

Georgia, these species served as an ideal research specimen. Both species samples were collected from 

Lake Oliver, a reservoir of the Chattahoochee River. Once caught, the fish were transported back to the 

Columbus State University laboratory in aerated containers. The fish were then anesthetized using Tricaine 

methanesulfonate. Prior to dissection, each fish was weighed (g), and both total and standard lengths were 

measured (cm). The livers from each fish were removed, weighed, and a portion preserved in 10% neutral 

buffered formalin.  



 

 

 

Histological preparation 

 Following standard histological procedure, tissues were placed into cassettes in order to be 

processed. They were then embedded in paraffin wax and sectioned with a microtome at 5 µm. The sections 

were mounted on glass slides, where two sections of tissue were included on each slide. Slides were then 

stained with Hematoxylin and Eosin (H&E) stain in order to further assess nuclear and cytoplasmic 

characteristics. Reticulin stain was also used in order to analyze possible cellular collapse, signs of necrosis, 

as well as the overall liver architecture (Krishna 2013).  

Sample analysis 

 In order to determine if liver damage was present, each of the slides were analyzed using light 

microscopy. The degree of tissue change (DTC) for each slide was scored using a modified scoring system 

from Camargo and Martinez (2007) and used previously by Savannah Bridges to calculate DTC scores for 

LMB.  For each slide, ten different fields were examined at 40x magnification. Each of the slides were 

analyzed for various parameters to which they were then assigned a final DTC score. The scoring system 

included a total of three stages, where stages one and two were scored based on H&E slides, and stage 3 

was scored using the reticulin stained slides. Stage one included primarily cellular changes to the tissue 

including cellular hypertrophy, cellular atrophy, irregular shaped cells, nuclear hypertrophy, lateral nuclei, 

irregular shaped nuclei, cytoplasmic vacuolation, and melanomacrophages. Stage two was reflective of 

nuclear changes including nuclear vacuolation, cytoplasmic degeneration, cellular rupture, pyknotic nuclei, 

and nuclear degeneration or nuclear atrophy. Stage three included focal necrosis, or cell death. This was 

indicative of overall collapse in the reticulin meshwork and liver architecture (Table 1).  

 In order for the parameters to be counted towards the overall DTC score of the slide, it had to be 

observed in at least five or more fields. Each of the parameters counted were then added together. The 

following DTC formula was used: 



 

 

 

Parameters found in stage one were multiplied by one, those found in stage two were multiplied by 

ten, and those found in stage three were multiplied by one hundred. The degree of tissue change (DTC) 

score was calculated by adding the three values together. Once each of the DTC scores were calculated for 

both fish species, the scores were compared among species, gender, and species by gender.  

 Hepatosomatic index (HSI) were calculated for each of the fish samples by dividing the total liver 

weight by the total body weight multiplied by one hundred. After the HSI for each specimen was calculated, 

comparisons were made using these scores between species, gender, and species by gender. Condition 

factor (K) was calculated for each specimen, by dividing the mass of the fish (g) by the length cubed (cm) 

and multiplied it by one hundred. Comparisons were made using the condition factor values between 

species, gender, and species by gender.  

 

Statistical analysis 

 A 1-way ANOVA was conducted using SPSS in order to compare the mean Degree of Tissue 

Change (DTC) between species, gender, and species by gender. A 1-way ANOVA was performed in order 

to compare the mean hepatosomatic index (HSI) values among species, gender, and species by gender. 

Finally, a 1-way ANOVA was performed in order to compare the mean condition factor (K) values between 

species, gender, and species by gender. Alpha was set at 0.05. 

 

 



 

 

RESULTS 

Degree of Tissue Change 

For Largemouth bass, the DTC range was 25 to 155, and for Spotted bass the range was from 24 

to 155. There was no significant difference among species, gender, or species by gender respectively (Fig. 

3; F1,1=2.786, P= 0.092, P= 0.117, P= 0.061). 

 

 

Hepatosomatic Index 

For Largemouth bass, the DTC range was 0.448 to 1.5386 and the DTC range for Spotted bass was 

from 0.4617 to 1.044. There was a significant difference between HSI scores for both species (Fig. 4; 

F1,1=3.893, P<0.001). There was also a significant difference in HSI scores between genders (Fig. 5; 

F1,1=3.893, P= 0.012). There was no significant difference in HSI scores for species by gender (Fig. 5; 

F1,1=3.893, P= 0.060). 

 

Condition Factor 

For Largemouth bass, the Condition Factor score range was 1.081 to 2.3242 and for Spotted bass 

it was 0.8931 to 1.2551. There was a significant difference in the condition factor between the two species 

(Fig. 6; F1,1=4.237, P<0.001). There was no significant difference in condition factor for gender or species 

by gender respectively (Fig. 6; F1,1=4.237, P= 0.808, P= 0.938). 

 

 

 



 

 

DISCUSSION 

Degree of Tissue Change  

 The DTC values support my hypothesis that there was no significant difference in liver damage 

between Largemouth bass and Spotted bass in Lake Oliver. This lends evidence to the fact that the pollutants 

in the water had a similar impact on both species. The results also showed that the livers in both males and 

females were similarly affected indicating that liver physiology is similar in both genders. According to 

Camargo and Martinez 2007, DTC values above 50 are indicative of tissue damage and overall poor health 

of fish. Approximately 74% of sampled fish had DTC scores at or above 50, proving that the pollutants 

they are being exposed to potentially  have a tremendous impact on the health of this population. 

 

Hepatosomatic Index  

 Several of the study specimens had low HSI values, indicating that the ratio of liver weight to body 

weight was low. The Spotted bass had lower HSI values when compared to Largemouth bass, which 

demonstrated that the pollutants had a greater negative impact on their livers. Males were also more 

impacted by the toxins in the water when compared to females, which could be due to the fact that they are 

often smaller than females in both species. Because of this, they are often affected disproportionately in 

terms of tissue damage when compared to females. Ultimately, this could lead to higher rates of disease 

and mortality among males, leading to an imbalance in the ratio of males to females in these fish 

populations. An overall decrease in liver size is reflective of loss of tissue. Functional loss of tissue is 

indicative of the liver’s inability to store energy. Due to the liver’s several important functions including 

producing glycogen, detoxification, and maintaining homeostasis, loss of tissue can significantly undermine 

the overall health of the fish.  

 

 



 

 

Condition Factor  

 Condition factor is reflective of the overall physiological condition of the fish, where lower values 

are indicative of poor health. Spotted bass had overall lower condition factor values compared to 

Largemouth bass, which is reflective of a poorer overall health in these fish. Because Spotted bass have 

significantly lower condition factor values, the pollutants they were exposed to had greater effects on their 

physiological health, causing them to weigh less.   Condition factor can be used to assess fishes’ 

physiological condition and can be affected by factors including stress, season, and availability for food. 

Accordingly, fishes with lower weights are associated with inadequate fish fitness and are therefore unable 

to withstand the metabolic stress associated with pollution (Morado et al. 2014). 

  

Future research  

 The results of this study have underscored the need to further research the detrimental effects of 

pollution on fish. Another aspect of this research study that should be explored is how polluted waters affect 

other organ systems of the fish. For example, Blazer et al. 2007 have conducted studies on how estrogen 

compounds in sewage effluent have contributed to the development of intersex (testicular oocytes) in 

smallmouth bass.  Lake Oliver and additional bodies of water can also be tested for various pollutants in 

order to determine their effects on various fish species. Another study could compare the effects of 

pollutants and the ages of fish, to understand if certain ages are more vulnerable to the detrimental effects 

of pollution. Ultimately, the information gained from research on the detrimental effects of pollution on 

fish health can be extrapolated to human health.  
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Figure 1. Histological images illustrating the two stains performed to score respective Degree of Tissue 
Change (DTC) values.  Hematoxylin and Eosin (H&E) stains are depicted in images (A) and (B), while 
Reticulin stains are depicted in images (C) and (D).  
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Figure 2. Histological images stained using H&E stain illustrating various parameters in the Degree 
of Tissue Change (DTC) scoring system.  Cellular hypertrophy (CH) and lateral nuclei are depicted 
in Figure 2A. Nuclear hypertrophy (NH), nuclear atrophy (NA), and cytoplasmic degeneration (CD) 
are depicted in Figure 2B. 
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Figure 3. Degree of tissue change in Largemouth Bass (Micropterus salmoides) and Spotted Bass 
(Micropterus punctulatus) from Lake Oliver, Chattahoochee River, Columbus, Georgia. Data were 
analyzed using univariate ANOVA. Results did not indicate significant difference when species, 
gender, or species by gender were compared.  
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Figure 4. Hepatosomatic Index in Largemouth Bass (Micropterus salmoides) and Spotted Bass 
(Micropterus punctulatus) from Lake Oliver, Chattahoochee River, Columbus, Georgia (F1,1=3.893, 
P<0.001). Data were analyzed using univariate ANOVA. Columns sharing letters are not significantly 
different.  
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Figure 5. Hepatosomatic Index between genders in Largemouth bass (Micropterus salmoides) and 
Spotted bass (Micropterus punctulatus) from Lake Oliver, Chattahoochee River, Columbus, Georgia 
(F1,1=3.893, P=0.012). Data were analyzed using univariate ANOVA. Columns sharing letters are not 
significantly different.  
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Figure 6. Condition Factor in Largemouth bass (Micropterus salmoides) and Spotted bass 
(Micropterus punctulatus) from Lake Oliver, Chattahoochee River, Columbus, Georgia (F1,1=4.237, 
P<0.001). Data were analyzed using univariate ANOVA. Columns sharing letters are not significantly 
different.  
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Stage Alteration of Liver 

 

I Nuclear hypertrophy 
Lateral nuclei 
Irregular shaped nuclei 
Cellular hypertrophy 

Cytoplasmic vacuolation 
Cellular atrophy 
Irregular shaped cells 
Melanomacrophages 

II Nuclear vacuolation 

Cytoplasmic degeneration 

Cellular rupture 

Nuclear 
degeneration/atrophy 

Pyknotic nuclei 

III Focal necrosis-  

Reticulin meshwork collapse 

 

 

Table 1. Scoring system used to calculate the Degree of tissue change (DTC) in Largemouth bass 
(Micropterus salmoides) and Spotted bass (Micropterus punctulatus) from Lake Oliver, 
Chattahoochee River, Columbus, Georgia. Parameters that were observed in five or more fields were 
counted towards overall DTC score. Stages 1 and 2 were scored using H&E stain, while stage 3 was 
analyzed using Reticulin stain.  
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Abstract 

The French harpist and composer Carlos Salzedo has been one of the most important innovators 

for the harp. He is responsible for exploiting the instrument’s sonic abilities, expanding original repertoire 

for the harp, creating numerous transcriptions and developing an entire harp method that differentiates itself 

from other techniques because of its sonic power, tone color opportunities and attention to visual detail. 

His genuine love and passion for the harp allowed him to push the boundaries of how repertoire for the 

instrument was traditionally viewed. 

This paper accompanies a lecture recital that will exemplify the innovative qualities of Carlos 

Salzedo with the use of Chanson dans la nuit, (Flight) and (Mirage) from the Five Poetical Studies, 

Variations on a Theme in Ancient Style and Jeux d’eau. In addition to this repertoire, it analyzes Salzedo’s 

writing in the Method for the Harp and the Modern Study of the Harp. Complementing these resources, 

interviews with Ms. Judy Loman and Ms. Phyllis Peters, former students of Carlos Salzedo, help us have a 

closer look at Salzedo’s personality. 
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“The Harp is to Music what Music is to Life” 
-Carlos Salzedo1 

 

Introduction 
 

Carlos Salzedo is responsible for developing the most popular harp techniques and methods, 

exploiting the instrument’s sonic ability, designing his own harp with Lyon & Healy in 1928, and expanding 

the repertoire and pushing the boundaries of how harp music was traditionally viewed. He was an incredible 

innovator and pedagogue. Most of his students became famous harpists and pedagogues around the world, 

especially throughout the United States and Canada. 

Carlos Salzedo was born in Arcachon, France on April 6, 1885. He began his musical studies on 

piano and harp at the Conservatory of Paris. He was considered a virtuoso and won the Premier Prix on 

both instruments, a prestigious honors diploma given to the highest achieving students in the instrument 

studio.2 His career led him to the United States where he won the position of principal harpist at the 

Metropolitan Opera in New York, one of the most important harp positions in the United States. His love 

for new music led him to co-found the International Composer’s Guild alongside Edgard Varese (1883-

1965), french-born composer. As a pedagogue, he not only founded the harp department at Juilliard and the 

Curtis Institute of Music but also created the Salzedo Harp Colony in Camden, Maine, a tradition that still 

exists today and is now known as the Curtis Summerfest Harp Colony. 

 
 

 
1 Carlos Salzedo, Modern Study of the Harp, (New York: G. Schirmer, 1921) 
2 Marietta Bitter and Saul Davis Zlatkovski, Pentacle: The Story of Carlos Salzedo and the Harp (Lake 
Tapps, WA: Salzedo Committee of the American Harp Society, 2010). 



  

 
 

He composed and arranged most of the popular repertoire played on the harp and wrote pedagogy 

and technique books such as the Modern Study of the Harp, the Method Book, Conditioning Exercises for 

the Touring Harpist, Harpist’s Daily Dozen, and others. In these methods, he not only develops exercises 

for strengthening and conditioning but also explains the use of extended harp techniques that produce 

sonorities that were never heard before, different muffling techniques or arrest of vibrations (as he called 

them), importance of different fingering techniques, pedal techniques, and different glissandi. 

This paper accompanies a recital in which Jeux d’eau, Variations on a Theme in Ancient Style, and 

(Flight) and (Mirage) from the Five Poetical Studies will be performed to showcase Salzedo’s impact in 

terms of innovation and pedagogy. The research is based not only on Salzedo’s own writings, but also on 

his wife Lucile Lawrence’s writings on his works, secondary resources written on this subject, and 

interviews with two of his former students: Ms. Judy Loman and Ms. Phyllis Peters. 

Understanding Carlos Salzedo’s use of the harp in composition and his approach to pedagogy is of 

great importance for harpists and musicians because he not only represents innovation in the world of the 

harp, but thanks to his works, the repertoire of the harp by other composers and its use in the orchestral 

setting was also transformed and expanded in incredible ways. Thanks to his achievements and 

developments, the harp is now seen as an instrument capable of doing more than just lush broken chords 

and beautiful arpeggios. His students have become some of the most recognized harpists. Because of his 

success as a teacher, his pedagogy and beliefs about the instrument are of great value for any harpist and 

musician.



  

 
 

Innovations 
 

Method for the harp 

Carlos Salzedo, in conjunction with his wife and protégé Lucile Lawrence, wrote the Method for 

The Harp in 1929. It consists of fundamental exercises and technical explanations in addition to Fifteen 

Preludes for Beginners. Its purpose is to serve as “an introduction and complement to Carlos Salzedo’s 

Modern Study of the Harp.”3 It begins with general aspects of the harp such as fingering, pedals, an 

analysis of position regarding attitude or position, finger-nails, hands, fingers, fifth finger, thumbs, hands 

on strings, wrists, elbows, arms, shoulders, finger action, thumb action, and muscular tension. After these 

detailed explanations, the Method proceeds to explain placing, buzzing, chords, instrumental aesthetics, 

sliding, scales and arpeggios, tone production, fatigue, pedals, pedal diagrams, muffling, harmonics, 

blisters, calluses, combined rhythms, metronome, stringing, patching strings, tuning, new effects and ends 

with the Fifteen Preludes for Beginners that includes eleven preludes with no title and Fanfare, Cortége, 

La Désirade, and the famous Chanson dans la nuit. 

As one can observe, the Method for the Harp is a very complete book for the beginner harpist, not 

only assessing technical aspects of the harp, its positions and motions, but also assessing aspects that affect 

the beginner harpist physically such as blisters and calluses and also regarding harp maintenance such as 

replacing strings and tuning. 

 
 

 
3 Lucile Lawrence and Carlos Salzedo, Method for the Harp, (New York: G. Schrimer, 1929). 



  

 
 

 
 
Fingering: 

 
Noted in this section is that students should adhere strictly to all fingerings. It states that “the theory 

that the instrumentalist should select the fingering most adaptable to his hands is erroneous.”4 Salzedo 

logically planned fingering to give the hand the desired angle to achieve a particular tone color or effect. 

Moreover, Judy Loman and Phyllis Peters, two of Salzedo’s former students, disagree with this. Although 

Salzedo did write out all his desired fingerings, with his students he was flexible regarding these fingerings 

and would change them according to the facility of his students. 

Analysis of position: 
 

In the Method, Salzedo states that you must “sit erect with the body neither too tense nor too 

relaxed”5 as either extreme can be detrimental to good harp playing and position. You must sit on the bench 

in a way in which your legs are able to move with freedom but not at the edge of the bench as Salzedo 

considered this to look ugly. It is important to point out that Carlos Salzedo was not only concerned about 

the technical aspect of playing the harp but also about the visual esthetics of the instrument. Fingernails 

must be as short as possible to facilitate the growth of the fingertip and to produce a good tone. Hands must 

be curved producing a hallowed palm, knuckles must be curved out, playing with the fingertips. The fifth 

finger must not be of concern to the beginner harpist, the thumb must be held upright maintaining a “big 

space”6 between the thumb and the second finger and the string must be played with the outer edge of the 

thumb. Hands should be placed in the middle of the strings almost at the same level with the difference that 

the left thumb should be a little lower than the right thumb but higher than the rest of the 

4 Lucile Lawrence and Carlos Salzedo, Method for the Harp, (New York: G. Schrimer, 1929), 1. 
5 Lucile Lawrence and Carlos Salzedo, Method for the Harp, (New York: G. Schrimer, 1929), 2. 

6 Lucile Lawrence and Carlos Salzedo, Method for the Harp, (New York: G. Schrimer, 1929), 4. 



  

 
 

fingers of the right hand. Wrists should always have a curve without resting on the soundboard of the harp 

unless playing on higher registers. However, it should never be pressed against the soundboard. The right 

arm according to Salzedo should be absolutely horizontal when playing in middle and low registers. This is 

done in order to achieve more strength and better sound. However, when asked about the rigidity of elbows, 

Ms. Loman states that not even Salzedo himself played with an absolutely horizontal right elbow, and 

although he preached on this, with some of his students he was not as strict regarding this position7. He did 

play with his elbow raised, but not strictly horizontal. The finger action should be so that each finger, 

individually or collectively, touches the palm of the hand as far in as possible after playing and the thumb 

should bend entirely over the second knuckle of the second finger after playing. Finally, Salzedo states that 

the strength of sound is not produced by the small finger muscles but rather by the larger muscles located 

in the forearms, biceps, triceps, back and shoulders. 

Following the analysis of position, Salzedo states that proper position is of extreme importance for 

students to develop their muscles correctly, leading to good tone production. In addition to this good 

position, a beginner student should never play with a loud dynamic until the student has acquired complete 

control of muscle and finger action8. Then, Salzedo proceeds to explain the conditioning exercises focusing 

on different technical aspects of the instrument such as placing, scales, arpeggios, buzzing, and chords. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
7 Judy Loman, Interview, Nov. 2021. 
8 Lucile Lawrence and Carlos Salzedo, Method for the Harp, (New York: G. Schrimer, 1929), 8.



  

 
 

Instrumental Esthetics: 
 

The Salzedo style of playing is characterized by big gestures and for Salzedo the attention to visual 

detail was of great importance. His friend, Polish dancer Vaslav Nijinsky, had encouraged Salzedo into this 

idea, and inspired by dance, Salzedo utilizes iconic gestures that enhance the music as the hands release 

from the strings.9 Although other methods of playing include gestures that allow for the relaxation of the 

muscles,Salzedo states in The Method that the proper gesture after playing is just as important as the 

preparation before playing. This movement should be ascending and not only serves as a visual aspect but 

also as an effective method of controlling the quality of sound and the character of music. Each of the 

different colors and effects in the harp call for a different gesture that corresponds to its sonorous meaning.10 

This common characteristic of Salzedo technique was confirmed by Ms. Loman and Ms. Peters in their 

interviews. In addition to this, when giving lessons Ms. Loman focuses on the gestural aspect of harp 

playing as it affects both character and tone production.11 

 
Modern Study of the Harp 

 
The Modern Study of the Harp was written by Carlos Salzedo in 1921 with the purpose of providing 

information relevant to harpists, conductors, and composers regarding the innumerable resources of the 

harp. It consists of chords, arrest of vibration, pedals, method of writing for the harp, Aeolian flux, 

harmonics and practice advice. Following this are the signs of old and new 

 
9 Celisa Guitierrez, Salzedo's Harp: The Evolution of the Modern Pedal Harp from the Paris 
Conservatory Culture to Contemporary American Musical Society, (2016),13. 
10 Lucile Lawrence and Carlos Salzedo, Method for the Harp, (New York: G. Schrimer, 1929), 17. 
11 Judy Loman, Interview, Nov. 2021. 



  

 
 

effects of the harp, which are thirty-seven, and ends with the Five Poetical Studies for Harp Alone: (Flight), 

(Mirage), (Inquietude), (Idyllic Poem) and (Communion). 

Salzedo dedicates a significant portion of the Modern Study to the arrest of vibration and the 

elemental principle of the harp with a psycho-physiological focus on the harp. Salzedo states that the 

vibrating nature of the harp is not only its most elemental principle but also its medium for cosmic 

expansion. He believed that the vibrations by the different harmonics can serve as a special type of “new 

musicalness” that is in harmony with the vibrations of the universe.12 He believed that the use of an 

ensemble of harps in the orchestra would not only create a unique musical atmosphere but also would come 

naturally as part of the evolution of contemporary musical trends. He believed no other instrument or 

ensemble could achieve the impression of fluidity and harmonic and melodic continuity that can be 

produced with a mass of harps.13 

Carlos Salzedo was a creative innovator. Part of his most important contribution is the discovery 

of extended techniques and effects on the harp. This broadened the tone color spectrum that the harp is 

capable of achieving. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

12Carlos Salzedo, Modern Study of the Harp, (New York: G. Schirmer, 1921), 3. 
13 Carlos Salzedo, Modern Study of the Harp, (New York: G. Schirmer, 1921), 3.



  

 
 

 
 
Special Effects14 

 
● Aeolian Rustling: Hands pressing on the strings and drawing slowly across them with

 fingers close together in a horizontal position. 

 
 
 

● Oboe Flux: aeolian flux near the soundboard. 
 

 
● Falling-hail effect: gliding the center of the strings with the back of the finger-

nails. 

 
14 Carlos Salzedo, Modern Study of the Harp, (New York: G. Schirmer, 1921), 11-25. 



  

 
 

● Xyloflux: on the principle of the falling-hail effect but near the sound board. 
 
 

 
● Gushing chords: sliding brusquely in the center of the strings from the start to the ending 

note. 

 
 

● Effect of snare-drum with loosened snares: lay left hand flat on top of strings 

indicated by square notes and play as gushing chords with the right hand. 



  

 
 

● Ascending Aeolian chords: sliding a finger upward rapidly across a group of strings

 with specially arranged pedals. 

 
● Descending Aeolian chords: played with the same principle as its ascending version

 but with the thumb. 

 
● Thunder effect: sliding violently with the second finger across wire strings from starting to 

end notes. Strings must be allowed to strike against each other and let vibrate. 

 

 



  

 
 

● Whistling sounds: can be done by sliding rapidly or slowly, lengthwise on all the wire 

strings without vibration. The speed will be determined by the value of the note desired. 

 
● Sliding pedals: The first note or notes are played with the fingers and are modulated  by  

the sliding of the pedal without any finger intervention. 

 
● Metallic sounds: produced by holding the pedal halfway between two notches. 

 

 



  

 
 

● Tam-Tam sounds: striking the string with a little ivory stick. 
 

 
● Guitaric sounds: produced by playing very close to the soundboard. 

 

 
● Plectric sounds: produced by playing with the nails close to the soundboard. 

 



  

 
 

● Timpanic sounds: the right hand strikes the most sonorous part of the soundboard as the 

left hand plays normally. The two sonorities must melt into each other. 

 
● Harmonics in the octave: sounding the upper octave of the written note. 

 

 
 

● Harmonics in the twelfth: this harmonic is found a third above the center of the string. 



  

 
 

● Xylharmonic sounds: Harmonics muffled the instant they are struck. 
 

 
● Xylophonic sounds: the fingertips of the left hand press firmly against the lowest extremity 

of the strings while the right hand plays in the center of the same strings. 

 
● Isolated sounds: to have only one sound vibrating at a time. This is achieved by stopping a 

previously emitted sound with a finger at the precise moment when producing the

 next sound. 



  

 
 

● Fluidic sounds: these sounds are produced by using the metallic portion of the tuning key 

at different lengths of the string that is being played by the right hand on  its  low  

extremity  to  produce  different  notes  that  are indicated. 

 
● Fluidic glides: are obtained like the fluidic sounds but without stopping the tuning key on 

any decided note. 

 
● Rocket-like sounds:following the principle of the fluidic sounds, as the right hand plays the 

indicated note, the left hand slides the tuning key as rapidly as possible. 



  

 
 

● Esoteric sounds: In this effect, the hands are not used. These sounds are obtained by moving 

the pedals as energetically as possible from flat to natural or from natural to sharp. 

 

 
● Con Sordina: to play with a mute. In the case of the harp the mute is a strip of paper 

interlaced at the upper extremity of the strings producing a harpsichord-like sound. 

 
 

Following the explanation of the new effect on the harp are the Five Poetical Studies for Harp 

Alone. In the introduction, Salzedo emphasizes the importance these etudes have not only in the technical 

aspects they are focused on but also its musical, psychical, and instrumental importance. Although each of 

these studies is dedicated to a specific technical aspect (in order: scales, arpeggios, grace notes and trills, 

double notes and melodic phrases; and chords), each etude is not restricted to this technical peculiarity and 

develops other types of techniques. Musically and technically, they challenge the stereotypes of harp music 

and open new horizons for the quality of music written for the harp and its artistic emotion. Instrumentally, 

Salzedo indicates that these studies are very instructive because they are based on new discoveries that 



  

 
 

have been possible thanks to the development of the construction of the modern harp.15 For this work, the 

studies (Flight) and (Mirage) will be used as examples of Salzedo’s pedagogy and innovative creativity. It 

is important to note that the titles of the preludes are meant to be written in parentheses and are located at 

the end of each work as they are meant to “evoke the intimate atmosphere which invested the conception 

of the work.”16 

Many of Salzedo’s works are in meters of 5/4 or 5/2, or have rhythmic groups of five or its 

multiples. This affinity with the number five is also visible with the fact that most of his collections are of 

five pieces or multiples of this number. The Five Poetical Studies are not an exception to this fascination. 

Although there has been a lot of speculation about why this number seemed so important to the french 

harpist and composer, it is believed that this is a result of the influence Basque culture had in Salzedo’s life. 

Basque music is known to have quintuple rhythms and suites of five pieces.17 In addition to this, according 

to his son Jacques, the number five was his father’s lucky number and not only did he choose it for his 

compositions but also in everyday life, but also when traveling on trains he would choose booths number 

five or fifteen.18 Regardless of the origin of the composer´s fascination with the number five, The Five 

Poetical Studies are a great example of the centrality of this number in his works. Each work treats the same 

theme that consists of five ascending notes and a descending half step. This theme is transposed and varied 

rhythmically throughout the entire work. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
15 Carlos Salzedo, Modern Study of the Harp, (New York: G. Schirmer, 1921), 1. 
16 Carlos Salzedo, Modern Study of the Harp, (New York: G. Schirmer, 1921), 26. 
17 Bruno Nettl, Folk and Traditional Music of the Western Continents, (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hal1, 1973), 117. 
18 Jessica Russel, The Legacy of the Paris Conservatoire and Its Harpists: A Solo Harp Recital, (2016), 39-
40. 



  

 
 

(Flight) 

 
(Flight) is the first study of this collection and it is a study on scales. It consists primarily of 

sixteenth notes combined in many different patterns of fingerings and harmonies. In addition to changes of 

direction in the scales, the study also features skips, blocked and rolled chords as well as guitaric sounds 

on the left hand, which actually serve the function of introducing the theme for the very first time. It has 

several important indications on tempo and character that give us an insight on what the composer expected 

in its interpretation. These indications are with facility, diaphanous, and luminous. As can be observed, 

these indications give the performer the clue that this study must be executed in a light, bright but sonorous 

fashion that emphasizes the interesting harmonic and dynamic changes while maintaining a florid sixteenth 

note pattern that should be performed with ease and with a sense of flight, as the title adequately suggests. 

 

(Mirage) 

 
(Mirage) is the second prelude in the Modern Study of the Harp. The technique that it focuses on 

are arpeggios. It begins with a four-measure introduction that consists of grace notes with an accented 

quarter note. This section has as an indication with great suppleness. This tells the performer that although 

it starts in a fortissimo dynamic, this introduction must be played with great delicacy and with a lot of 

attention to detail especially regarding the subito piano, the articulation of the grace notes and the ending 

at ease. In this introductory section, and in its repetitions, the aesthetics of playing the harp play an 

important role in the creation of the atmosphere and character indicated by the composer. To achieve this 

delicate and supple atmosphere one must be aware of the speed of the gestures when going to place for the 

following group of notes and the gestures accompanying the notes with longer durations. In both cases, it 

is 



  

 
 

important to avoid rushing towards what comes next and to create a gesture that creates a feeling of stopping 

time; by doing this, one can avoid making this section be visually panicked. 

Following this introduction comes the first set of arpeggios that are indicated as very limpid. The 

changes of harmony that are heard are produced solely by the movement of the pedals while the fingers are 

always playing the same strings. Evenness of each finger is of great importance to create a clean and flowing 

atmosphere. This first set of arpeggios consist of one handed arpeggios played in opposite directions with 

each hand simultaneously. The opposition of directions creates a mirror effect that is possibly related to the 

title assigned to this study. 

Following this section the theme is introduced with a sixteenth note figure. In this statement of 

the theme, the strings always remain the same but the theme is varied through the use of pedals. The 

following section returns to the arpeggio technique but this time with a single arpeggio that uses the crossing 

of both hands. In this case, the indication provided is aeolianly. Before ending with a measure resembling 

the introduction, the theme appears again in a quintuplet rhythm and with the use of harmonics in different 

registers. 

 
 

Compositions 

 
Carlos Salzedo wrote a collection of three pieces named Trois Morceaux, that consists of the 

popular Ballade, the uncommon Jeux d’eau, and the popular masterpiece for the harp, Variations on a 

Theme in Ancient Style. For this work and recital, both Jeux d’eau and Variations on a Theme in Ancient 

Style will be used. 



  

 
 

Variations on a Theme in Ancient Style 

 
Composed in 1911, this work has become one of the most popular pieces for the harpists today. It 

has obtained this position not only because of its beauty but also because of its function as a standard 

measure of technical and musical proficiency.19 It is a virtuosic and technically demanding work written in 

a neoclassical style. 

Neoclassicism was a trend of the twentieth century, especially during the period between the two 

World Wars, 1918–1945, in which composers imitated the music of the classical period. Composers sought 

the precepts of “namely order, balance, clarity, economy and emotional restraint” that characterized 

classicism.20 The term was first applied to Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971), and although it is a very 

imprecise term, most composers that fall under this term tend to revive the techniques and forms of 

composition of the classical period. Other neoclassical composers include Erik Satie (1866-1925) and Paul 

Hindemith (1895-1963).21 Although Salzedo was not a neoclassical composer, these variations are written 

in this style. 

The work consists of a sixteen measure theme in triple meter and with common practice period 

harmony. Written in G major, it consists of broad and brilliant octaves and chords marked maestoso. The 

theme is followed by eleven variations that end with a conclusion in which the theme is restated. Although 

there are eleven variations, most performances of this piece include the cut Salzedo included in his 1954 

edition of the work. The cut begins at the end of variation eight, and with the insertion of two measures of 

transitional harmony it jumps to the conclusion. The purpose of this cut was to make a shorter version of 

the piece so that it could be used on longer concert programs, nowadays the use of this edit is common 

mainly because this piece is 

 
19 Celisa Guitierrez, Salzedo's Harp: The Evolution of the Modern Pedal Harp from the Paris 
Conservatory Culture to Contemporary American Musical Society, (2016). 
20 Elliot Jones, Neoclassicism, Santa Ana College. 
21Arnold Whittall, "Neo-classicism." Grove Music Online, 2001. 



  

 
 

demanding enough for the performer, even in its shortened form.22 For the purpose of this work and 

accompanying recital, the 1954 edition with the cut will be used. 

Similar to the Five Poetical Studies, each variation has a different technique that is featured. 

Variation I deals with rhythms of triplets versus duples, with the melody very present in the left hand and 

florid triplet figures on the right hand. This variation is called the Double. Variation II is called Bourree 

and it is a study of grace notes and alternating hands in a fast tempo. Variation III is Staccatti, and it is a 

study of staccato technique for the right hand in which the previous note is muffled with the knuckle of the 

second finger when playing the following note. It also features alternations between staccato measures and 

harmonics. Variation IV is called Butterfly, the entire variation consists of a single movement in which the 

left hand plays intervals of thirds or fourths outlining the melody in an eighth note pulse while the right 

hand embellishes the melody by adding an upper neighbor and returning by a step. The title is descriptive 

of the fluttering effect that is created by this motion in combination with the fast tempo and soft dynamics. 

Very contrasting is the following variation that is called Chords and Fluxes. Variation V consists of big and 

broad chords that are accompanied by different variations of fluxes and thirty second note arpeggios. 

Variation VI is called Jumps. This variation has the peculiarity that although it consists of alternating pairs 

of sixteenth notes between the hands, each hand played separately has its own independent melody. When 

both hands are played together in the fast tempo it produces a sensation of jumping between registers.23 

Variation VII, Trills, is a study of trills and consists of a variety of trills that include a diversity of technical 

possibilities. It includes single, and double trills, measured and unmeasured. The melody is 

 

22 Celisa Guitierrez, Salzedo's Harp: The Evolution of the Modern Pedal Harp from the Paris 
Conservatory Culture to Contemporary American Musical Society, (2016). 
23 Celisa Guitierrez, Salzedo's Harp: The Evolution of the Modern Pedal Harp from the Paris 
Conservatory Culture to Contemporary American Musical Society, (2016), 22. 



  

 
 

composed of the trills that help to give the sensation of sustaining. The same patterns are then repeated on 

different octaves. The last variation before the cut, Variation VIII, begins with fortissimo descending scales 

that follow the structure of the theme, followed by ascending arpeggios that follow the thematic harmony 

and then returns to more virtuosic scale passages. After this variation comes the conclusion, which is a 

restatement of the Theme presented at the beginning of the work. 

Through Variation on a Theme in Ancient Style, Salzedo not only shows his great compositional 

abilities with the different and creative treatments of the theme throughout the work but also following his 

life’s pursuit for a better reputation for the harp, he showed the many possibilities with techniques, colors, 

tones, speeds and effects that the harp has, serving as a great tool not only for harpists to challenge their 

technical and musical abilities but for composers to realize the harp is more than just beautiful arpeggios 

and glissandos. Serving this purpose and furthermore challenging the stereotypes of harp music is Salzedo’s 

work, Jeux d’eau. 

 
 
 

Jeux d’eau 

 
Jeux d’eau translates from the french “Playing Waters” and was composed by Carlos Salzedo in 

1914. It is a short work for solo harp with a beautiful but mysterious melody that is heard throughout the 

work in various forms. The piece begins with a striking glissando that leads into a section of one handed 

trills that accompany the melody that is carried by the left hand harmonics. Following this section comes a 

complex dance of feet in a section that includes triple versus duple rhythms and intense use of pedals. The 

melody is mainly carried by the right hand thumb and the supporting harmonies are developed by the rest 

of the right hand triplets and sixteenth notes as well as the chord and harmonic accompaniment of the left 

hand. The section 



  

 
 

ends by breaking the triplet pattern in the right hand and transforming into sixteenth note single hand trills 

that lead into a beautiful and melodic sixteenth note passage with arpeggiated figures that accompany the 

melody notes that are accented. After this beautiful section, comes a contrasting section that features more 

trills as well as scalar passages and alternations of left hand chords and right hand sixteenth notes. The 

melody is carried by the left hand. This hand keeps carrying the melody throughout the next section but this 

time accompanied by glissandi in the right hand. Both hands eventually come together with cascading 

glissandi before returning to the theme in a concluding section that resembles the introduction. The first 

statement of the melody is accompanied by right hand trills but instead of using harmonics, the composer 

uses a single note played with the second finger of the left hand. Because of the rapid placement between 

the hands, a staccato effect is created. The left hand returns to harmonic before reaching the well measured 

and mysterious ending. 

This fantastic and challenging piece is a great example of what the harp is capable of doing without 

falling into traditional harp repertoire. It creates beautiful colors and atmospheres through the use of 

different effects, dynamics and accents. It is a piece from which many harpists and none harpists would 

benefit from. It is interesting to note that according to Ms. Loman, Carlos Salzedo greatly disliked this 

composition and had even banned his own students from playing this wonderful work.24 This might be a 

cause for why this work is not as known as other of Salzedo’s works, like Ballade and Variations, that 

accompany Jeux d’eau as part of the Trois Morceaux. It was not until Carlos Salzedo’s death that Ms. 

Loman decided to work on this piece, resulting in a magnificent recording.25 

 
 
 

24 Judy Loman, Interview, Nov. 2021. 
25 Judy Loman, “Jeux d'eau,” Spotify, June 1, 1985, 
https://open.spotify.com/track/59Wi6kWMRH76b0hYXumVgf. 



  

 
 

Conclusions 

 
Carlos Salzedo was a man who truly loved the harp. Not only did he dedicate his life to the technical 

and musical development of the instrument but he was also a firm believer that the harp was the future of 

music. A beautiful thought that all harpists would love to experience in their lifetime. Many other harpists 

have also served in the creation of modern harp repertoire such as Henriette Renié and Marcel Grandjany, 

moreover, one cannot deny the profound impact Carlos Salzedo had and still has in the harp community, 

not only in America and in the schools in which his method is taught, but across the globe and amongst non 

harpist composers that were inspired by his compositions to create their own. His music is not only 

important for the technical development of any harpist but it is also filled with emotion and meaning, from 

which every musician can learn. The world of harp composition still needs work. Many composers feel 

intimidated by the instrument and sometimes lack of guidance can lead composers to avoid using this 

instrument at all. Harpists have the responsibility of making this knowledge accessible for all, and using 

the guidance and inspiration of Carlos Salzedo, help increase the quality repertoire of the harp. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

For now, the young adult dystopian film adaptation genre is dead. The 2010s marked the height of 

popularity for teen dystopian literature, with many of the most popular novels and series jumping to the 

big screen between 2012 and 2018 – namely The Hunger Games, Divergent, and The Maze Runner, all of 

which were successful enough to warrant at least two more film sequels. However, despite their explosion 

of popularity, young adult dystopian film adaptations had all but disappeared by the end of the decade. In 

this study, I examine the rise and fall of the teen dystopian genre in film, looking deeper into the many 

factors which led to its downfall, as well as the flaws of those films within the genre. I will examine what 

makes a film adaptation “good” according to both fans and critics, and determine whether it is too late to 

save the teen dystopian genre. Finally, I will discuss how to create a successful young adult dystopian film 

in 2022, using Julie Kagawa’s 2013 dystopian novel The Immortal Rules. 
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INTRODUCTION 

For now, the young adult dystopian film adaptation genre is dead. The 2010s marked the height 

of popularity for teen dystopian literature, with many of the most popular novels and series jumping to the 

big screen between 2012 and 2018 – namely The Hunger Games, Divergent, and The Maze Runner, all of 

which were successful enough to warrant at least two more film sequels. However, despite their explosion 

of popularity, young adult dystopian film adaptations had all but disappeared by the end of the decade. In 

this study, I examine the rise and fall of the teen dystopian genre in film, looking deeper into the many 

factors which led to its downfall, as well as the flaws of those films within the genre. I will examine what 

makes a film adaptation “good” according to both fans and critics, and determine whether it is too late to 

save the teen dystopian genre. Finally, I will discuss how to create a successful young adult dystopian 

film in 2022, using Julie Kagawa’s 2013 dystopian novel The Immortal Rules. 

 

1. Defining Dystopia 

A dystopia, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is "An imaginary place or condition in which 

everything is as bad as possible." Branching from that definition, dystopian literature and film 

“…explores the darkest facets of the human mind and human nature” (White), resulting in a broad genre 

which often overlaps with others, such as science fiction or fantasy.  

Dystopian ideas in literature originated in the 18th century, particularly surrounding the French 

Revolution of 1789, but became popularized as a genre in the early 20th century after World War I by 

Yevgeny Zamyatin’s 1924 novel, We. The genre’s popularity endured throughout the 1900s, bringing 

about novels such as George Orwell’s 1984, Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 51, and Margaret Atwood’s A 

Handmaid’s Tale – all of which were adapted into films in the late 20th century. Dystopian motion 

pictures have also been at the forefront of the film industry for decades as a wildly successful genre – 

think The Terminator (1984), Planet of the Apes (1968), or The Matrix (1999). All three films were 



 
 
 

 

commercially successful at the time of release and were the beginning of their respective franchises, 

which would remain relevant to the cultural space via remakes and sequels going forward.  

Dystopian novels and films are still popular and relevant in media today, but only those targeting 

an adult audience. Teen dystopian stories have carved out their own space within the genre, as well as 

establishing their own tropes since their boom in the 2000s. There are two main differences between adult 

and teen dystopian narratives. The first is that teen dystopia exclusively follows teenaged protagonists, 

complete with awkward coming-of-age moments, angsty rebellion, and raging hormones, the characters 

tend to struggle with increased responsibility and with finding their place in the world, as well as other 

topics which resonate with teens more than adults. Adult dystopia, then, focuses more on adults and grand 

notions about life. The second difference is that teen dystopian stories consistently end with a hopeful 

message or theme. In the adult dystopia, “…the more utterly the protagonist is crushed, the more urgent 

and forceful the message,” meanwhile stories written about or for teens are typically “…reluctant to 

depict the extinction of hope within their stories” (Miller). Even in literature and film, young people are 

sheltered from many hard truths and difficult topics in society. As a result, most teen dystopian stories 

follow similar plotlines, such as the protagonist rising up with the oppressed to rebel against the corrupt 

government, eventually succeeding and becoming a leader in the new world they get to create. Often, 

there are a few deaths along the way, but the main character always survives and is able to change 

something about the world they live in, carrying the theme that evil can always be defeated. Adult 

dystopian stories, on the other hand, usually end in tragedy, with the death of the protagonist or their 

realization that their world cannot be saved or changed at all. These stories often serve as a warning for 

audiences, a cautionary tale about what happens when a government, technology, culture, etc. goes too 

far. In this way, adult dystopian stories speak directly to many real-world issues in ways that their teen 

counterparts do not – at least not in recent years. 

 



 
 
 

 

2. The Death of Dystopia 

Teen dystopian film adaptations exploded onto the scene in 2012, only for the genre to 

completely die out seven years later in 2019. In 2012, the popularity of young adult dystopian novels had 

reached its peak. Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games novels had become the most popular trilogy for 

teens and had already sold 17.5 million copies before the release of its film adaptation. When the film was 

released in 2012, it was an instant success, earning $694.4 million globally by the end of its theater run, 

after only costing $78 million to produce (Hughes). Suddenly, there was huge demand within the film 

industry for more teen dystopian source material with the potential to reach The Hunger Games heights. 

Over the next seven years, 21 teen dystopian films were adapted from novels, from the rest of The Hunger 

Games trilogy to the Divergent and The Maze Runner trilogies. More notables include The 5th Wave, The 

Giver, Ready Player One, and The Darkest Minds, all of which were intended to have sequel films but 

didn’t quite hit the mark in terms of box office earnings and because of decreasing hype around the genre. 

None of these subsequent teen dystopian films ever reached the same level of success as The Hunger 

Games (2012), not even its own sequels. The Divergent film series, in particular, was created for the 

purpose of being the next Hunger Games but ultimately fell flat. Its finale film, Allegiant Part 2, was 

never released due to the underperformance of  Allegiant Part 1 in 2016. The series remains incomplete, 

and this drama regarding Allegiant Part 2 in 2017 is thought to have been the beginning of the end for 

teen dystopian film adaptations (Aurthur). Since the 2019 release of Alita: Battle Angel, no other teen 

dystopian films have been released nor announced, solidifying the death of the genre. 

But why exactly did the teen dystopian film genre die out? The most obvious reason is the 

genre’s oversaturation over such a short time period. There were a total of 22 teen dystopian films in 

seven years, all trying to appeal to the same audience. With the sheer intensity of the genre’s boom comes 

the secondary problem of stagnation. Throughout seven years, the genre continued to apply the same 

tropes, action, humor, and plot devices which had worked for The Hunger Games, but they only made the 

films that came later seem like copycats. They were all attempting to grab a slice of The Hunger Games’s 



 
 
 

 

success, but never achieved it, instead preventing the evolution of the genre, which could have improved 

the situation and created more successful films. 

The common tropes found in teen dystopian film adaptations have become annoying for viewers 

of all genres since the 2010s; they have become the definition of cliché for casual movie watchers. A few 

of the notorious ones include the “chosen one” trope, in which the protagonists are “…chosen by some 

force and they are now the only ones capable of resolving the plot” (“The Chosen One - TV Tropes”), the 

“dead parents” trope, in which the protagonist’s parents “…leave the characters behind… early on in the 

story, sometimes even before the story begins” (“Deceased Parents Are the Best”), and the “love triangle” 

trope, involving usually three characters who all love someone who doesn’t love them (“Love Triangle”). 

All three of the most popular teen dystopian film adaptations (The Hunger Games, Divergent, and The 

Maze Runner) utilize these specific tropes in some way, showing how repetitive the genre became.  

 

3. The Film Adaptation 

There are many misconceptions about film adaptations among the general public. Many expect 

them to be exactly like the books they’re based on – for example saying, “That’s not how it happened in 

the book” – but that’s almost never the case. Film adaptations aren’t meant to be exactly like the books; 

after all, they’re adaptations, not translations. More specifically, a film adaptation is a “derivative work,” 

meaning a “creation that includes major copyrightable elements of an original, previously created first 

work” and which “becomes a second, separate work independent in form from the first” (Wikipedia 

Contributors). So, a film can use the title, characters, plot, dialogue, etc. from the original novel, but is not 

meant to recreate it – meaning that a film adaptation is not intended to be a retelling of the original novel, 

but to be a new version that can stand on its own. As Costas puts it, “novel and film should not be like 

parent and child but like neighbors.” The two may live in the same neighborhood and experience similar 

events, but they are not related. So, naturally, many things change during the switch from novel to screen.  



 
 
 

 

“Adaptation is a form of criticism and recreation as well as translation” (Wikipedia Contributors), 

and often movie versions can fix plot holes from books, introduce new characters and plot lines, bring the 

setting to life, or perhaps even reimagine the novel as something similar but very different – as was the 

case with the How to Train Your Dragon series. The 2010 film turned the little-known book series into a 

household name, however the movie changed just about every detail from the books. The movie follows 

young Hiccup Haddock, heir to the Viking tribe on the island of Berk, who is raised to hate dragons but 

eventually befriends and rides one named Toothless. In the children’s book series it’s based on, however, 

the Vikings on Berk already ride dragons from the beginning. Hiccup instead endures life on the island as 

the town weakling with a dragon too small to ride, going on many different adventures throughout the 

books. The screenwriters who worked on this film had to recreate the story from scratch to make it more 

interesting and exciting for audiences. Everything was changed other than the names of the main 

characters and the general setting. Even the two protagonists, Hiccup and Toothless, underwent massive 

design changes. This example goes to show that film adaptations don’t have to follow the source material 

exactly to be successful.  

Perhaps the most important thing to hold on to from the original source material is “…the effect 

(aesthetics), the theme, or the message of a novel… that the filmmaker must introduce” which can change 

“to fit the demands of time and to maximize faithfulness along one of those axes” (Wikipedia 

Contributors). Oftentimes, in the case of many young adult fiction film adaptations, the overall theme and 

heart of the original novel gets lost in translation, leading to the fan base rejecting the adaptation. One of 

the best recent examples of a film that lost sight of its central theme was the case of the Percy Jackson 

movie series. Reactions to the 2010 film Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief were 

“…largely negative, especially among fans of the print series” because they felt that “…the film veered so 

sharply away from the plot and characterization of the first novel” because many “plot lines considered 

important to the feel and popularity of the book were either changed completely or glossed over in the 

film” (Pattee). The film adaptation made too many changes to the characters and plot that it didn’t even 



 
 
 

 

feel like Rick Riordan’s original novel, leaving fans confused and disappointed. It was a pity, seeing as 

the Percy Jackson series was touted before the movie’s release to be the next Harry Potter of the film 

industry. 

 

4. Teen Dystopia’s “Big Three” 

The “Big Three” in teen dystopian film adaptations refer to the three major film series which 

dominated the genre from 2012 to 2019: The Hunger Games, Divergent, and The Maze Runner. All three 

series consisted of at least three films (four for The Hunger Games), and became the poster children for 

the genre as a whole. However, their films were far from perfect as adaptations of their respective novels. 

The Hunger Games (2012) is widely considered to be the best book to movie adaptation in regard 

to teen fiction, and for good measure. The sets, actors, dialogue, tone, and score are well-done and help 

re-create the spirit of the original novel, though it still has its flaws. One complaint about the film is that it 

doesn’t stress the issues of poverty and discrimination enough to justify the plot. Katniss, the main 

character, lives in District 12, the poorest district in the country of Panem. In the film, Katniss spends 

very little time there in the beginning, before being whisked away to the Capitol for the Hunger Games. 

The poor living conditions fuel her later rebellion, and yet the film omits many of the experiences Katniss 

faces in her birthplace.  

Relationships between the characters also posed an issue for the film adaptation. Katniss and 

Peeta’s budding romance was difficult to understand in the film, due to the overlap of a fake romance plot 

with Katniss’s stoic personality. The novel explains her feelings for Peeta through Katniss’s thoughts, but 

the film can only show the action happening. So, when Katniss later kisses Peeta, the scene felt forced. 

Similarly, Katniss’s brief friendship with Rue is glossed over. Katniss barely interacts with the girl – both 

times during montages – so when she is tragically killed, the audience struggled to feel anything for her 

loss (Russmann).  



 
 
 

 

Another debated criticism of The Hunger Games (2012) is the PG-13 rating. The novel is 

extremely gruesome in its descriptions of violence and gore, despite being a teen novel, and many fans 

believed that the film would have been better adapted had it been rated R. An R rating would have 

allowed the film to hammer home just how horrible the Hunger Games event was, with teens brutally 

murdering each other for the entertainment of the wealthy elites. In that way, many fans found the film to 

feel subdued or held back, not hitting as hard at the central themes of the novel as a consequence 

(Zuckerman). On the other hand, the PG-13 rating ensured that teen fans would be able to view the film in 

theaters, as that was the demographic author Suzanne Collins wrote the books for in the first place. 

Nevertheless, an R rated version of the film is still a hot debate among internet forums. 

In the case of Divergent (2014), the weak source material would ultimately be the downfall of the 

series. The plot of the first novel didn’t have a goal in mind and relied too heavily on the existence of a 

sequel, which is evident in the main character’s actions throughout the story. Triss is a 16-year-old who 

lives in a society with five factions based on personality traits. The plot consists of Triss learning she has 

the traits of all five factions rather than the normal one per person, so she must hide that fact as she joins a 

new faction and trains to become one of their members. As a result, Triss’s one goal was to fit in with 

society, and nothing beyond that. It made for a poor character progression as well as plot progression, 

since Triss had no desire to change anything about her world as Katniss did in The Hunger Games (2012). 

The Divergent film did nothing to add purpose to Triss’s character, nor to the plot or other characters, 

which led to the overall feeling that the story was bland and the characters unrelatable.  

Divergent (2014) also faced the issue of the romance trope, as the romantic sub-plot involving 

Triss and Four became much more emphasized in the film due to the long list of scrapped side characters. 

The film allowed romance to overtake the plot as a result of film lacking an end goal, and caused events 

in the climax of the movie to feel sudden and rushed as a result (Aurthur). 



 
 
 

 

The Maze Runner (2014) is also considered one of the more well-written examples of teen 

dystopian fiction-turned-film, but it suffers heavily from time constraints. There just wasn’t enough time 

in the film for all of the intricacies of James Dashner’s novel to really shine. In the novel, main character 

Thomas spends a lot of time in the Glade, living with the other boys who have been there longer than 

him. During this time, he slowly makes friends and enemies. The film, however, didn’t have the time to 

spend introducing characters and detailing their interactions with Thomas. Instead, the film jumps straight 

into the plot without any warming-up. Thomas becomes a “chosen one” figure, instantly getting along 

with most characters and risking his life to save others, which makes him popular. He is quickly promoted 

to the status of “Runner,” meaning that he helps look for a way out of the maze surrounding the Glade. 

The novel took its time working Thomas up amongst his peers, while the film only shows the events 

which progress the plot, resulting in Thomas being perceived by the audience as the savior of the other 50 

people there. 

Another issue The Maze Runner (2014) suffered from on account of critics was the blatant sequel 

setup at the end of the film. The movie ends with the vague reveal of a tyrannical government 

immediately after the characters escape the maze, and are immediately kidnapped and taken to an 

unknown location when the credits roll. The book ends similarly, if a bit less rushed, and the film did 

nothing to correct this issue. The result was a jarring, unexplained ending which left audiences confused if 

they hadn’t read the books, and many didn’t care enough about the characters at the end to look deeper 

into the series, due to how rushed the entire film felt (Nemiroff). 

Overall, the biggest issues with all of these adaptations were deeper than surface-level cosmetics 

or the simple removed/changed scenes. They are structural issues with either the plot, tone, or theme of 

each work, which ultimately lessened each story for fans and critics alike. 

 



 
 
 

 

5. Adapting Dystopia Post-2010s 

For this study, I tried my hand at writing the script outline for Julie Kagawa’s The Immortal 

Rules, a young adult dystopian novel released in 2013 which carries many of the same tropes and issues 

as the “Big Three” previously discussed. After identifying the main issues with those film adaptations, I 

took what they taught me and created what I believe would be a successful film adaptation in this post-

2010s era.   

I chose The Immortal Rules because I knew it would be a challenge. The source material is 

flawed, suffering from plenty of tropes and inconsistencies, as well as unexplored ideas and unneeded 

subplots.  I wanted to not only write the screenplay for this novel, but to correct the story into something 

that would fit the big screen. 

The Immortal Rules is the story of Allison Sekemoto, a 16-year-old girl living in the slums of 

post-apocalyptic Chicago, now called New Covington. Within the inner city live the vampires, 

bloodthirsty immortals who have enslaved all the humans. Outside the massive concrete walls of the city 

dwell the rabids, zombie-like creatures who feast on every living thing. Allison’s story begins with the 

discovery of a large food stash outside New Covington’s protective walls, and the mission of Allison and 

her group of friends to achieve it. However, the journey goes wrong and results in the deaths of all of her 

friends, including herself – until she is chanced upon by Kanin, a vampire, and offered a new life as an 

immortal. Allison accepts Kanin’s offer and spends the rest of the novel ruminating about her life, death, 

and rebirth as she later joins a group of humans and pretends to be one of them.  

The book itself is long, 464 pages, and is split into four sections, which proved very difficult for 

me while writing its screenplay. I had to fit four sections into three acts, and I ended up throwing the 

second part of the novel, which deals with Allison’s first couple months learning to be a vampire, into act 

two. Act one must always end with an initial conflict which sets the protagonist on their journey or 



 
 
 

 

inspires them to chase after some goal, which I decided was Allison’s choice to become a vampire in this 

case, as this event is what sets Allison on an inescapable path.  

The changes I made to the story while adapting it into a screenplay outline were focused on fixing 

structural issues regarding the plot, tone, themes, etc. based on my research into issues audiences had with 

The Hunger Games (2012), Divergent (2014), and The Maze Runner (2014). Throughout adapting my 

own novel, I noticed many of the same issues my research had already informed me on. 

First, there were issues with the portrayal of the setting. The novel doesn’t spend much time in 

the city slums, despite being the chief reason for Allison’s disdain for the vampire elites. The place is only 

vaguely described, and Allison only briefly visits the slum streets on her way to other places. To fix this, I 

added an entire scene of Allison walking through the slums, describing the people, streets, and buildings 

there. I did not include the novel’s prologue in my screenplay, instead jumping straight into the action of 

Allison creeping through rabid-infested ruins, but I brought back a fragment of one of its scenes during 

Allison’s walk through the slums. Allison views two bodies, one teen and one child, publicly hung and 

wearing signs that read “thief”. The imagery is dark and foreboding, communicating the harshness of 

Allison’s lifestyle and what she risks every day just to feed herself. 

Second, The Immortal Rules had a distinct lack of relationships between Allison and the people 

around her, instead using other characters as plot devices to carry Allison toward her next goal. In my 

screenplay, I added a bit more depth to many of the side characters, showing Allison hanging out with 

different people and leaving the space for dialogue between them. I changed Allison’s relationship with 

Kanin to feel more like a father-daughter dynamic, as the novel made Kanin seem more like a potential 

love interest. Scenes with Allison and Kanin in my version consist of Kanin mainly teaching Allison or 

being strict with her, though there are also moments of fatherly compassion from Kanin and appreciation 

from Allison.  Zeke, Allison’s love interest from the novel received the most drastic change, however. I 

chose to cut out all romantic scenes between the two characters, instead making them good friends with 



 
 
 

 

chemistry and the potential for a romantic relationship somewhere down the line. The romance sub-plot 

from the novel was inconsequential to the work as a whole, and only served to distract the plot from the 

horrible world the characters live in. I also found it appealing to have a teen dystopian film adaptation 

without a romance sub-plot, after observing the way romance in The Hunger Games and Divergent was 

botched. 

Third, I wrote my screenplay with an R rating in mind. The Immortal Rules novel dances 

dangerously close to the line between teen and adult fiction as it is, with graphic violence, gore, horror 

elements, and explicit language. To keep the tone of the novel, I felt that writing the screenplay as an R 

rated film would help to keep the overall tone correct, and that even leaning into that rating could help 

flesh out the dystopian universe more. So, I wrote the scenes with rabids in them with tension similar to 

that of a horror film. I wanted to keep rabids dangerous and terrifying within their universe, even for 

vampire characters, so that there was no feeling that Allison was invincible once she became a vampire. 

The novel had Allison chopping through rabids like they were sticks of butter by the end, but I excluded 

those scenes, instead emphasizing Allison’s fear and struggle against the creatures in the few times they 

show up. My version also hints at Allison’s trauma from being killed by rabids as a human, something 

that the novel never addressed but would have been important for her character. 

Fourth, one of the most difficult problems to fix in my screenplay was the lack of a goal in terms 

of the plot and in Allison’s character. The novel often reads as a series of events happening to Allison, 

while she is dragged to and fro between them with no control over her situation. Allison starts off strong 

as a human, fueled by her hatred of the vampires and desiring to change the system within her city, but all 

her ambition disappears after she becomes a vampire herself. So, I had to give her a new goal. Through 

Allison’s thoughts, Kagawa briefly touches on many deep contemplations such as religion, the purpose of 

life, and whether an afterlife exists, but the one I felt encapsulated Allison’s story the most was her 

struggle to understand what it meant to be human versus being a vampire. She is told early on by her 



 
 
 

 

mentor, Kanin, that she will someday kill a human and will slowly lose touch with her human emotions 

the longer she exists as a vampire. Allison is initially horrified, and I chose to expand that fear throughout 

the entire story instead of forgetting about it halfway through like the novel does. For example, I make 

Allison struggle much more with the concept of drinking human blood. My version of Allison hates it and 

fails to drink blood for the first time, as well as failing and lying about it when Kanin tells her to go out 

and feed on her own. This all leads to Allison majorly screwing up while living with the traveling band of 

humans, allowing her Hunger to get to the point where she can’t control herself anymore and accidentally 

killing a girl as a result. 

Fifth, I had a major time constraint to pay attention to when deciding which scenes to keep and 

which to toss out. One of the major changes I made in order to shorten the plot was to combine two 

different antagonists into one person. In the novel, the first antagonist Allison meets is an old vampire 

named Sarren who is hunting down and trying to kill Kanin. This character only exists in this novel to set 

up the sequel and doesn’t appear in the story again after Allison leaves New Covington. The real 

antagonist of the novel only appears in the last 100 pages; a vampire named Jackal. Because of his sudden 

appearance as a villain at the very end of the story, he was a poor villain. There wasn’t enough time for 

him to seem scary to readers or to feel like a threat to Allison at all. So, I combined Sarren and Jackal’s 

characters, instead using Jackal throughout the entire plot as the vampire hunting down Allison and 

Kanin. This way, time could be saved during the third act of the film because a new villain wasn’t needed 

to be introduced and built up before the final conflict. 

Lastly, The Immortal Rules contained an ending very similar to that of The Maze Runner, in that 

the story ends abruptly on an unexplained cliffhanger and exists only as an advertisement for the next 

book in the series. This was another major issue that I had to correct, since I had to select a different end 

point for the story. I ended up cutting the story a bit short compared to the novel, ending the screenplay 

immediately after the main characters escape their climactic battle against Jackal in New Covington. They 



 
 
 

 

have enough time to speak about their next destinations before the screenplay ends, giving the characters 

better closure and making the audience curious about where they will go next, while also not ending on a 

sudden unexplained cliffhanger. 

Originally, The Immortal Rules had a lot of problems, from awkward plot inconsistencies to 

characters with no goals, too many antagonists, not enough friendships, and having been written entirely 

with the prospect of having multiple sequels. The changes I made in my adaptation were ultimately 

intended to turn this novel into an enjoyable 2-hour film which could stand alone as its own story, while 

also leaving room for future sequels. I stuck with the overall feel of the world around the characters, but 

leaned into the R rating in order to stress the true despair of this dystopian society and its effects on the 

people living within it. My screenplay still carries many of the same tropes as other teen dystopian film 

adaptations, but I feel that I’ve created something much different from those tropes which hasn’t been 

done before, especially not in this genre. 

 

6. The Future of Dystopia 

Can the young adult dystopian film adaptation genre be saved? Yes, it can. After all, dystopian 

fiction continues to be popular culturally. The market still exists for teen film adaptations, as seen by the 

recent influx of popular contemporary YA novels-turned-films. However, before the teen dystopian genre 

returns, changes need to occur regarding how the adaptations are treated. More attention needs to be 

placed on the tones, themes, and plot structures of each adaptation above everything else, to make sure it 

carries the heart of the source material despite any superficial changes. The genre also can’t return using 

the same exhausted tropes and post-apocalyptic settings; it needs a fresh take and a new face. Once these 

changes are made, however, the teen dystopian film adaptation genre will become as timeless as its adult 

counterpart. 

 



 
 
 

 

Works Cited 

Ahmed, Natalia Nazeem. “Understanding the Explosion of Dystopian YA Fiction.” Medium, 19 May 

2020, natalia-nazeem.medium.com/understanding-the-explosion-of-dystopian-ya-fiction-

b35f90cc017f. 

Ames, Melissa. “Engaging ‘Apolitical’ Adolescents: Analyzing the Popularity and Educational Potential 

of Dystopian Literature Post-9/11.” The High School Journal, vol. 97, no. 1, 2013, pp. 3–20, 

www.jstor.org/stable/43281204. 

Aurthur, Kate. “How ‘Divergent’ Turned into a Disaster.” BuzzFeed News, 18 Dec. 2018, 

www.buzzfeednews.com/article/kateaurthur/divergent-franchise-disaster. 

Bhramasandra, Karunya. “Why Are Book to Film Adaptations Always so Bad?” Study Breaks, 18 May 

2020, studybreaks.com/culture/reads/why-are-film-adaptations-so-bad/. 

Borsheim-Black, Carlin. “Reading Pop Culture and Young Adult Literature through the Youth Lens.” The 

English Journal, vol. 104, no. 3, 2015, pp. 29–34, www.jstor.org/stable/24484453. 

Costas Constandinides. From Film Adaptation to Post-Celluloid Adaptation : Rethinking the Transition of 

Popular Narratives and Characters across Old and New Media. Continuum, 2010. 

“Deceased Parents Are the Best.” TV Tropes, 

tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/DeceasedParentsAreTheBest. Accessed 1 May 2022. 

EW Staff. “21 of the Best Book Adaptations of All Time.” EW.com, 19 Apr. 2021, ew.com/books/best-

adaptations/. Accessed 4 May 2021. 

Fair, Thomas P., et al. “Review of Female Rebellion in Young Adult Dystopian Fiction.” Rocky Mountain 

Review, vol. 69, no. 1, 2015, pp. 89–92, www.jstor.org/stable/24372866. 

http://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/kateaurthur/divergent-franchise-disaster


 
 
 

 

Hughes, Emily. “10 Years Later, the Hunger Games’ Success Remains Hard to Repeat.” Cinelinx | 

Movies. Games. Geek Culture., 23 Mar. 2022, www.cinelinx.com/movie-news/movie-stuff/the-

hunger-games-evaluating-its-impact-10-years-on/. 

“Love Triangle.” TV Tropes, tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/LoveTriangle. Accessed 1 May 

2022. 

Miller, Laura. “LibrisNotes: The Difference between Adult and Teen Dystopias.” LibrisNotes, 12 June 

2010, librisnotes.blogspot.com/2010/06/difference-between-adult-and-teen.html. 

Miyamoto, Ken. “5 Ways to Crack the Code of Writing Great Movie Adaptations.” ScreenCraft, 16 Mar. 

2020, screencraft.org/2020/03/16/5-ways-to-crack-the-code-of-writing-great-movie-adaptations/. 

Accessed 4 May 2021. 

Nemiroff, Perri. “The Maze Runner Movie Is Good but Can’t Compare to the Book.” Collider, 23 Sept. 

2014, collider.com/the-maze-runner-movie-vs-the-book/. 

Oladele, Bashirat. “Why the YA Dystopia Craze Finally Burned Out.” Polygon, 23 May 2021, 

www.polygon.com/22449675/ya-dystopia-fad-ended. 

Pattee, Amy. Critical Survey of Young Adult Literature. Salem Press, 2016. 

Russmann, Ingrid. “The Hunger Games Movie Erases Katniss.” Game Rant, 2 Apr. 2022, 

gamerant.com/the-hunger-games-deserved-better-adaptation/. 

Snyder, Mary H. Analyzing Literature-To-Film Adaptations : A Novelist’s Exploration and Guide. 

Continuum, 2011. 

SungardAS Contributor. “SungardAS BrandVoice: Why Young Adults ‘Hunger’ for the Hunger Games 

and Other Post-Apocalyptic Dystopian Fiction.” Forbes, 20 Nov. 2014, 



 
 
 

 

www.forbes.com/sites/sungardas/2014/11/20/why-young-adults-hunger-for-the-hunger-games-

and-other-post-apocalyptic-dystopian-fiction/?sh=20e80d83ef0e. 

“The Chosen One - TV Tropes.” TV Tropes, 2017, 

tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/TheChosenOne. 

Toomey, Ryan. “15 of the Worst Book to Movie Adaptations, Ranked according to Rotten Tomatoes.” 

ScreenRant, 23 May 2020, screenrant.com/worst-book-adaptation-movies-according-to-rotten-

tomatoes/. Accessed 4 May 2021. 

White, Kelsey. “Dystopian Literature – Proctor Library.” Flagler College, Aug. 2016, 

library.flagler.edu/dystopian-literature/. 

Wikipedia Contributors. “Film Adaptation.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 14 Mar. 2019, 

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Film_adaptation. 

Woerner, Meredith. “Are We Witnessing the Death of Young-Adult Dystopia at the Movies?” Los 

Angeles Times, Los Angeles Times, 21 Mar. 2016, 

www.latimes.com/entertainment/herocomplex/la-et-mn-allegiant-ya-boom-20160321-story.html. 

Zuckerman, Esther. “Should Someone Make an R-Rated ‘Hunger Games’ Movie?” The Atlantic, 19 Nov. 

2013, www.theatlantic.com/culture/archive/2013/11/should-someone-make-r-rated-hunger-

games-movie/355295/. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

608 



 
 
 

 

COLUMBUS STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

 

 

THE ROLE OF THE YHR078W GENE IN THE OSMOTIC STRESS RESPONSE 

 

A THESIS SUBMITTED TO THE 

HONORS COLLEGE 

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE 

REQUIREMENTS FOR HONORS IN THE DEGREE OF 

 

BACHELOR OF SCIENCE  

DEPARTMENT OF BIOLOGY  

COLLEGE OF LETTERS AND SCIENCES 

 

BY 

CHELSEA T. NGUYEN 

 

COLUMBUS, GEORGIA 

2022 

 



 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Copyright © 2022 Chelsea T. Nguyen 

All Rights Reserved. 

 

  



 
 
 

 

THE ROLE OF THE YHR078W GENE IN THE OSMOTIC STRESS RESPONSE 
 

 
By 

 
 

Chelsea Nguyen  
 

 

A Thesis Submitted to the 

 

HONORS COLLEGE 

 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements  

for Honors in the Degree of 

 

BACHELOR OF SCIENCE 

BIOLOGY 

COLLEGE OF LETTERS & SCIENCES 

 

Approved by 

 

Dr. Brian Schwartz, Committee Chair 

 

Dr. Julie Ballenger, Committee Member 

 

Dr. Cindy Ticknor, Committee Member and Dean 

Dr. Monica Frazier, Department Chair 

Columbus State University 

 

May 2022 



 
 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The Yeast ORFan Gene Project is an association of undergraduate researchers and faculty who coordinate 

resources and design strategies to assign molecular functions to genes of unknown function in baker’s yeast 

(Saccharomyces cerevisiae). My project studies the YHR078W yeast gene, which is a high osmolarity-

regulated gene of unknown function. Cellular responses to osmotic stress adaptation are highly conserved 

in yeast and humans. Yeast models can be used to study osmotic stress responses, because basic cellular 

features associated with osmoregulation are shared with other eukaryotic cells. The function of the 

YHR078W gene is not completely known, so we have used online bioinformatics tools, such as Protein 

BLAST (Basic Local Alignment Search Tool), GeneMANIA, and SPELL (Serial Pattern of Expression 

Levels Locator) in order to determine the function and homology of the gene. Results showed that the 

YHR078W gene function is related to altered transcriptional expression under the osmotic stress response. 

In addition, I also found that the gene does not contain homologs outside of the S. cerevisiae genome. Yeast 

is also responsive to genomic manipulations such as gene knockout, which replaces a gene of interest with 

a selectable auxotrophic marker, facilitating the analysis of the YHR078W gene function. In this research 

study, I studied the effect of single gene knockouts on yeast structure and function under 1M sorbitol in 

order to assess the role of the gene in the yeast response to osmotic stress between parental and knockout 

strains. We hypothesized that the transformed YHR078W yeast will exhibit a decline in growth and an 

adaptive osmotic response compared to parental yeast strains. This study revealed that 1M sorbitol treatment 

did not produce a significant effect on both the growth rates and cell viability of the parental and knockout 

strains of YHR078W. Through this research, we hoped to broaden our understanding of the cellular 

pathways associated with osmoregulation and the osmotic stress response in yeast and humans.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Osmolarity is the concentration of dissolved particles in a solution and is expressed in osmoles 

per liter. An osmole is the number of moles of particles produced when a substance is dissolved. For 

example, dissolving 1 mole of NaCl produces 2 moles of dissolved particles (Na+ and Cl−). Osmolarity is 

important to cells because of their need to achieve homeostasis of the fluid component of the cytoplasm. 

For example, in a hypotonic solution water will move into blood cells, causing them to expand and 

rupture (Vujovic et al., 2018). On the other hand, a hypertonic solution will draw water out of the cell, 

causing it to shrink and disrupting homeostasis by concentrating solutes in the cytoplasm (Vujovic et al., 

2018). The effects of osmotic stress are hypothesized to induce alterations in chromatin structure and the 

nuclear membrane and pores that influence gene transcription or nucleocytoplasmic transport (Finan and 

Guilak, 2010). As a result, osmotic stress provides an additional regulatory mechanism and protective 

response for a diverse array of cells, tissues, and organs during changes in the osmotic environment 

(Finan and Guilak, 2010). 

 Saccharomyces cerevisiae is a good model organism for identifying genes that are involved in 

osmotic stress responses. S. cerevisiae is a single-celled, eukaryotic organism that is useful as a model 

organism for studying basic cellular processes such as osmoregulation. What makes S. cerevisiae an 

excellent model organism is the fact that yeast is one of the simplest eukaryotic organisms with a genome 

of about 6,000 genes that has been completely sequenced, and it possesses 23% homologous genes to 

humans (Duina, Miller, & Keeney 2014; Liu et al., 2017). Yet, its small genome size can lead to low 

genetic redundancy, facilitating the analysis of gene function. Under the exposure to alterations in water 

activity, S. cerevisiae live in highly variable environments that allows for further insight into the 

molecular mechanisms of osmoadaptation (Hohmann 2002). This allows research to occur on the 

mechanisms ensuring survival of a hypoosmotic or hyperosmotic shock of S. cerevisiae.  

 S. cerevisiae is useful for studying the osmotic stress response because it shares basic cellular 

features such as osmoregulation with all other eukaryotic cells (Using yeast in biology 2016). To ensure 

osmoregulation and cell viability, S. cerevisiae has developed a number of cellular responses to osmotic 



 

 

stress: accumulating a compatible solute inside the cell, using glycerol for the retention of cellular water, 

and initiating the general stress response (Bermejo et al., 2008). In response to high external osmolarity, 

yeast utilize the hyperosmotic-response MAPK pathway. The HOG pathway uses two upstream branches 

with two membrane-spanning proteins, Sho1 and Sln1, that are redundant at high-osmolarity medium and 

non-redundant at low solute concentrations for regulating gene induction (Maeda et al., 1995). Signals 

from both the Sln1-Ypd1-Ssk1 and Sho1 branches are transduced and converge to activate the mitogen-

activated protein kinase (MAPKK) Pbs2 (Figure 1, O’Rourke and Herskowitz 2004). Once Pbs2 is 

activated, the branches then phosphorylate the MAPK HOG1, resulting in the translocation of HOG1 to 

the nucleus, the increase in kinase activity, and the induction of several reporter genes (Figure 1, 

O’Rourke and Herskowitz 2004). 

 The gene YHR078W is implicated in the osmotic stress response of S. cerevisiae but its precise 

role is unknown. The coding region of YHR078W comprises 1659 base pairs and is predicted to encode 

an integral membrane. The specific molecular function, overall biological process, and cellular location of 

the YHR078W gene product are unknown, but its RNA abundance is known to increase during osmotic 

stress association with altered transcriptional expression. Specifically, O’Rourke and Herskowitz (2004) 

found that YHR078W showed that YHR078W RNA levels increase 4- to 6-fold by 0.5M KCl and 2- to 4-

fold by 1M sorbitol. 

 Sorbitol can be used to induce osmotic stress in yeast (Gonzalez et al, 2016). At sufficient levels, 

the exposure to sorbitol can induce an adaptive osmotic response that extends the lifespan and define the 

osmotic stress response pathway as a longevity pathway conserved in yeast. Prior studies have shown that 

hyperosmolarity by addition of sorbitol at a concentration of 1M to the growth medium can increase 

chronological and replicative lifespan in budding yeast (Chandler-Brown et al., 2015). This well-

characterized response induces changes in cell cycle progression, mRNA transcription and translation, 

and intracellular accumulation of organic osmolytes such as glycerol that add a protective effect of 

osmotic adaptation (Chandler-Brown et al., 2015). However, prolonged exposure to sorbitol may also 

result in the progressive loss of yeast cell viability that includes shrinkage of the cell wall and plasma 

https://www.molbiolcell.org/doi/10.1091/mbc.e03-07-0521#REF18


 

 

membrane (Morris et al., 1986). Morris et al. found that exposure to 1M sorbitol during the 15 min 

incubation period resulted in a 50% reduction in cell viability (1986).  

The goals of this research are to (1) determine if the yeast gene YHR078W has a human 

homolog, and (2) assess the role of the gene in the yeast response to osmotic stress by knocking it out and 

comparing the response of the knockout strain to the parental. Both gene knockout and osmotic stress 

techniques will be utilized for this project to test osmotic regulation in strains of S. cerevisiae. Gene 

knockout refers to the process of isolating a target gene, in this case YHR078W, and replacing it with a 

gene that functions in cell growth (Hageman and Krikken 2018). This allows research to occur on the 

organism without the target gene to see how the organism functions under certain types of stress and 

reactions. Our research seeks to answer three questions. First, does the gene have a human homolog? 

Second, what is the role of the gene in the cellular response to osmotic stress? Specifically, how would 

the cells in the knockout strain do under high osmotic stress compared to the parental strain? From the 

research goals, I hypothesized that there will be a difference in growth between the parental and knockout 

strains by the 1M sorbitol treatment. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Materials: 

            PCR Thermocycler, P20 micropipette, P200 micropipette, Forward and reverse primers of 

YHR078W gene, 2X Master Mix, Dpn1 restriction enzyme, 30°C incubator, 10X sample buffer, Frozen-

EZ Yeast Transformation II Kit, competent wild-type yeast suspension, synthetic complete medium 

lacking uracil, distilled water, template DNA, agarose powder, EDTA, ethidium bromide, gel box with 

circuit, parental YHR078W strain, knockout YHR078W strain, YPD medium, 1M sorbitol, shaker bath, 

NanoDrop spectrophotometer, benchtop centrifuge, SD-URA plates, and 96-well microtiter plate. 

Methods: 

Analysis of Human Homologs to YHR078W 



 

 

 To look at the presence of relatives close to YHR078W, BLASTP from the SGD (Saccharomyces 

Genome Database) network was used to find regions of local similarity between the protein sequence of 

YHR078W and the sequences of other genes. The databases used in BLASTP were NR (non-redundant) 

and UniProtKB/Swiss-Prot. The statistical significance was calculated to determine the probability that 

the match observed is due to either random chance or an evolutionary relationship. Based on the top-

scoring match, the lengths of the query and subject matching sequences were then compared. This 

program identified orthologs within and outside of the S. cerevisiae genome to infer functional and 

evolutionary relationships between the protein sequences of different genera, including Homo sapiens. 

Saccharomyces cerevisiae 

 Saccharomyces cerevisiae were grown on a YPD medium. YPD medium is composed of yeast 

extract, a mixture of amino acids and peptides needed for proper nutrition, and glucose as the favored 

carbon source for the yeast (O’Connor, 2021).  The YPD was autoclaved and then added to sterile 100 

mm culture dishes. Once set, S. cerevisiae were streaked onto the plate and incubated at 30 degrees 

Celsius until they were sufficient for replication. 

Creation of a YHR078W Knockout Construct 

 To create a knockout of YHR078W, the gene of interest was replaced with a selectable 

auxotrophic marker for analysis. To achieve this, YHR078W was replaced by URA3 via homologous 

recombination following transformation (Figure 1B).  The knockout construct (Figure 1A) was created by 

PCR (ORFan Gene Project 2018 RCN-UBE ORFan Gene Project Workshop Rhodes College 2018). For 

this polymerase chain reaction, the 5 μL of each primer contained 5’ tails with a DNA sequence 

complementary to the regions directly upstream and downstream from the target ORFan YHR078W start 

and stop codons. The sequences of the primers were obtained from the Saccharomyces Genome Database 

(SGD) and triggered homologous recombination during the PCR construct. 

The forward primer contained a 60-base pair extension of flanking sequences that was 

complementary or homologous to the 60 base pairs (bp) in the upstream direction from the start codon. 

The reverse primer contained a 60-base pair extension of flanking sequencies that was complementary or 



 

 

homologous to the 60 bp in the downstream direction from the stop codon of the ORFan gene 

YHR078W. This reaction also contained 38 μL of distilled water, 2 μL of template DNA, and PCR 

Master Mix. The PCR Master Mix is a 2X concentrated solution of Taq DNA Polymerase, dNTPs 

(deoxyribonucleotide triphosphate), and all of the components required for PCR. Once the reaction was 

complete, 1 μL of the Dpn1 restriction enzyme was added to each reaction tube, and the samples were 

incubated at -20°C following the 37°C incubation for 60 min.  

 

To ensure the PCR reaction worked, 2 μL of the 10X sample buffer was added to the PCR tube. 

From the PCR tube, 5 μL of the PCR reaction from the PCR tube was transferred to the labeled tube that 

already contained sample buffer and water. The agarose gel was then prepared for the gel electrophoresis 

procedure, and a sample of the PCR product was loaded onto the recorded lane in the gel box with the 

circuit. The end result was the replacement of the ORFan gene YHR078W with the URA3 ORF knockout 

that produces the orfΔ::URA3 knockout strain.  

 

Figure 1A. Knockout construct by PCR.  



 

 

 

Figure 1B. Knockout performed via homologous recombination by URA3. 

A sample of the incubated mutant was taken and streaked on an SD-URA medium. SD-URA 

medium is a synthetic medium with necessary components that allows for selective growth of 

Saccharomyces cerevisiae (SD Medium-URA (Pouches)). SD-URA media will be deficient in one 

component required for successful growth, specifically uracil, which is a nitrogenous base (Yeast 

Synthetic Drop-out Medium Supplements Y1501). The preparation of the culture dishes followed the 

same sterile techniques outlined in the first section of Methods.  

Knockout of YHR078W 

The transformation step replaced the targeted YHR078W gene with URA3 provided by the PCR 

knockout construct through homologous recombination. The parental yeast cells were made competent 

for transformation using the Frozen-EZ Yeast Transformation II Kit from Zymogen Research. The 

knockout construct was then introduced into the competent cells according to the kit’s protocol. The 

parental strain lacks URA3 and cannot grow on a medium lacking uracil. The transformants were URA3+ 

and selected by plating transformed cells on synthetic complete medium lacking uracil, which required 

expression of the transformed URA3 allele. As the colony PCR, the transformants were also streaked onto 

the plate as “Colony 1” and “Colony 2” to confirm the phenotypic conversion from ura- to ura+ and have 

a stock of the knockout strain prior to the confirmation of the gene knockout. The yeast colonies that grew 

on the SD-URA medium were utilized as successful clones prior to confirmation of the correct gene 

knockout. 

Confirmation of the Knockout 



 

 

PCR was used to confirm the knockout of YHR078W as shown in Figure 2 (ORFan Gene Project 

2018 RCN-UBE ORFan Gene Project Workshop Rhodes College 2018). This PCR reaction used primers 

that targeted the flanking regions of YHR078W. Both the confirmation PCR and the gel electrophoresis 

procedure were then performed with similar methods used in the knockout construct section.  The PCR 

product using template DNA from a successful knockout was 855 bp shorter than that from the parental 

strain since URA3 contained 804 bp and the wild-type with YHR078W contained 1,659 bp. Once PCR 

has been run, if the resultant PCR product was approximately the same length as the parental type, no 

homologous recombination has occurred (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. PCR to confirm the knockout of YHR078W.  

Growth Rates on YPD Medium 

There were three replicates, each taken from a different culture, for each treatment back to back. 

In order to test the effect of osmotic stress on the viability of the knockout and parental strains, the 

parental and knockout strains were grown overnight in YPD broth at 30°C (Yeast Gene Knockout and 

CFU Assay. PDF.).  The strains were then diluted 1:100 and underwent subsequent growth with shaking 

in a shaker bath at 200 RPM (revolutions per minute).  



 

 

At time points ranging from one to two hours, the average growth rates of the parental and 

knockout strains were recorded by a NanoDrop spectrophotometer. The OD600 readings were naturally 

log-transformed to produce a line whose slope indicated the growth rate. The average growth rates against 

time of each replicate were then graphed on Microsoft Excel to compare the growth rates between the 

parental and knockout strains under incubation.   

Osmotic Stress Experiment 

Following the dilution, 1 mL of each culture was removed from the dilution and pipetted into the 

respective 1.5 mL tubes. The cultures were then spun down at 13.5 rpm for 3 min in a benchtop 

centrifuge. The knockout and parental strains were split into four cultures in the centrifuge tubes, two 

knockout and two parental, and the strains were resuspended down in equal amounts to AD600 of 0.5 in 

YPD based on the highest average growth rate values of each strain type. There were two treatment 

groups: control (suspended in YPD) and treated (suspended in YPD with 1M sorbitol). Once the four 

cultures were resuspended, 2 μL of the cultures were diluted in 98 μL of the YPD and sorbitol treatments.  

Both treatments were then applied to each strain for 30 min in an incubator at 30°C.  

After the treatment exposure, the cell viability of both strains were assessed and measured by the number 

of colony forming units per milliliter of the original suspension via the CFU (Colony-Forming Unit) assay 

to determine an average percentage surviving the sorbitol treatment. Prior to incubation, the cultures 

underwent a 5-fold serial dilution in the wells of a 96-well microtiter plate via a 5 x 6 pattern. For both the 

parental and knockout sections of the plate, the top three rows contained the wild-type yeast serial 

dilution, and the next three rows contained the deletion strain. With respect to the dilution factor, each 

well underwent a standardized mixing of five times with a P200 micropipette and a 20 μL dilution with a 

P20 micropipette. Once the serial dilutions were performed, 5 μL of the samples from each wells were 

pipetted onto the parental and knockout petri plates with a P20 micropipette followed by an incubation 

period of three to five days at 30°C. The quantification of cells were then uploaded into Excel to create a 



 

 

bar graph of the Average CFU surviving the sorbitol treatment from both strains and to determine if the 

difference in growth is independent of or dependent on the media or gene deletion.  

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Human Homology to YHR078W 

 The SGD network indicates that the gene contains a human homolog (Saccharomyces Genome 

Database). However, the gene does not have an identified human homolog from the BLASTP analysis. As 

the protein sequence of YHR078W and other protein sequences of other genera were compared to each 

other, no homologs outside of the Saccharomyces genus were identified. The top-scoring match or 

BLAST hit in an organism other than S. cerevisiae was S. paradoxus with a value of 0.0. After identifying 

the top-scoring match, it was found that this low E-value indicates a lower probability that the match 

observed is due to random chance rather than an evolutionary relationship. Since the E-value of S. 

paradoxus is less than the E-value cutoff (1x10−3or 0.001), the protein sequence of S. paradoxus is 

significantly similar to the S. cerevisiae genome protein. 

 Since the UnitProtKB/Swiss-Prot database did not identify gene products outside of the S. 

cerevisiae genome with a low E-value, I chose to not further pursue any more smaller sequence databases 

that contained only curated (manually annotated) sequences. Instead, I found that analyzing the protein 

sequences of other eukaryotic species on their own provided enough information to draw meaningful 

conclusions. Based on the homology of the gene, the E-values of the top protein sequences of the mouse 

(Mus musculus), zebrafish (Danio rerio), and roundworm (Caenorhabditis elegans) were greater than the 

E-value cutoff. For these reasons, I concluded that the current indication of the homology on the SGD 

network is not correct. Having a method that properly identifies and maps out homologs in the SGD 

network is essential in order to adequately assess the impact of homology to the YHR078W gene and 

other yeast genes. 

Knockout of YHR078W 



 

 

 For the PCR reaction, there was one band exhibited in the lane that contained a sample of the 

gene with the primers in the prepared agarose gel (Figure 3). The PCR fragment that contained the yeast 

URA3 gene was flanked by the sequences complementary to the regions immediately upstream and 

downstream of the gene. This reaction then used this fragment to transform the yeast into the URA3+ 

transformants in place of the gene. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Gel electrophoresis to confirm the PCR construct. 

For the confirmation knockout, URA3 was inserted into the correct location of the PCR fragment 

from samples of both Colony 1 and Colony 2. The orfΔ::URA3 knockout construct was successfully 

produced from the replacement of the gene by the URA3 ORF knockout. The successful deletion with 

URA3 was indicated by the one band exhibited in the respective lanes of each colony compared to the 

parental gene marker (Figure 4). The parental DNA displayed a size of over 1,800 bp that was 

approximately 2,005 bp. In contrast, the size of the resultant PCR product declined from the size of the 

parental DNA due to the replacement of YHR078W by URA3.  

78 M 



 

 

 

Figure 4. Gel electrophoresis to confirm the knockout strain. 

The results showed that homologous recombination between URA3 and the wild-type strain of 

the gene has occurred due to the differences in length between the parental strain and the resultant PCR 

product. This indicates that the integration of URA3 into the knockout PCR fragment only occurred at the 

ORFan locus because of the targeting sequences incorporated into the fragment within the yeast genome. 

The occurrence of one band for the PCR and knockout constructs demonstrates that the size of the 

resultant PCR product decreased from the parental strain due to the replacement of YHR078W by URA3. 

Thus, the band indicated a fragment of the expected size. 

Growth Rates on YPD Medium 

 After graphing the growth curves, it was found that similar growth rates between the parental and 

knockout strains under the YPD medium were exhibited as indicated by the changes in the AD600 

readings. Throughout each replicate, the graphs comparing the growth curves of the two strains revealed 

that the growth rates did not vary much between the strains. The average growth rates between the 

parental and knockout strains were not statistically different (Table 1, 𝐹𝐹2,31=1.366, P=0.270). Based on 

the untransformed data, both of the parental and knockout strains exhibited similar exponential growth at 

each time point across all three replicates (Figure 5). Based on the transformed growth data, the average 

growth rates of the parental strain ranged from 0.325 nanometers (nm) in the first replicate, 0.466 nm in 

the second replicate, and 0.385 nm in the third replicate (Figure 6). For the knockout strain, the average 



 

 

growth rates ranged from 0.365 nm in the first replicate, 0.328 nm in the second replicate, and 0.395 nm 

in the third replicate (Figure 6).   

 

 

Table 1. ANOVA of average growth for the three replicates. 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 5. Untransformed data of average growth vs. time for the three replicates. 

 



 

 

 

Figure 6. Transformed data of average growth vs. time for the three replicates. 

 The results support the hypothesis that the growth rates are not significantly different. 

The expectation was that the parental strain would exhibit a higher average growth rate than the knockout 

strain. For each replicate, the growth rate of the knockout strain began at approximately half of the growth 

rate of the parental strain due to the parental strain having a slightly higher AD600 reading at the 

beginning. This indicates that the knockout of the gene affects the conditions in which the yeast grew 

during the assessment of the growth rates under the YPD medium, such as the growth of the small 

knockout colonies.  

Osmotic Stress Experiment 

 After performing the CFU assay, the colonies on the knockout plates were consistently smaller 

than those on the parental plates at the same time point. For both replicates, the knockout plates were 

incubated a day longer than the parental plates to ensure the growth of the individual colonies. The 

average CFU surviving the sorbitol treatment of the knockout strain was 1.15 CFU per mL of the cells 

treated, but the parental strain has a low average CFU surviving the sorbitol treatment of 0.96 per mL of 

the cells treated (Figure 7). Similar to the growth rates on the YPD medium, the 1M sorbitol treatment did 

not have a significant effect on the cell viability of the parental and knockout strains (Figure 8). As shown 

in the first replicate, the cell viability of the parental plate ranged from 1,375,000-3,250,000 CFU per mL 

under YPD and 1,625,000-2,750,000 CFU per mL under sorbitol. The cell viability of the knockout plate 



 

 

ranged from 350,000-675,000 CFU per mL under YPD and 300,000-650,000 CFU per mL under sorbitol. 

As shown in the second replicate, the cell viability of the parental plate ranged from 450,000-575,000 

CFU per mL under YPD and 400,000-700,000 CFU per mL under sorbitol. The cell viability of the 

knockout plate ranged from 100,000-150,000 CFU per mL under YPD and 150,000-200,000 CFU per mL 

under sorbitol. 

 

Figure 7. CFUs per mL of cells treated in the parental and knockout strains by 1M sorbitol. 
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Figure 8. Images illustrating the cell viability of the parental and knockout plates from the two replicates 

according to the CFU assays. Images (A) and (B) depict the parental plate and knockout plate of the first 

replicate respectively. Images (C) and D) depict the parental plate and knockout plate of the second 

respectively. 

 There was no difference in the mean number of survivors of the 1M sorbitol treatment between 

the two strains. One explanation for these results is the fact that there was only one osmotic stress 

condition used rather than multiple concentrations. Also, in both strains, there were similar effects of the 

sorbitol treatment between the two strains as both strains exhibited similar averages of CFU per mL that 

survived the treatment. Although the preliminary data suggests that there is no statistical difference in the 

cell viability between the two strains, it is possible that further research would show that a difference does 

exist via higher and lower concentrations of sorbitol, as well as other osmotic stressors like sodium 

chloride (NaCl) and potassium chloride (KCl). These future research directions might help narrow down 

the role of the YHR078W gene in the yeast osmotic stress response and identify the main adaptive 

mechanisms among osmolarity-regulated genes in yeast under the exposure to osmotic stressors. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

Drosophila melanogaster is a widely used model organism in biological research due to the many 

conserved genes and pathways throughout the genome compared to various organisms, including humans. 

The major goal of the Genomics Education Partnership Pathways Project is to evaluate the evolution of the 

DNA regulatory elements of the genes of the insulin-signaling pathway within the genus Drosophila. The 

insulin-signaling pathway is important because it regulates glucose homeostasis in animals allowing for 

proper growth and development. In order to identify the regulatory elements, it is necessary to build gene 

models for all 64 pathway genes across 28 species of Drosophila. The goal of the research reported here 

was to evaluate the evolution of three genes at different pathway positions. One idea is that pathway 

members further along in the pathway are more constrained and less likely to diverge over time. Therefore, 

we identified and built models for three genes at different positions in the pathway in D. willistoni, a 

distant relative of D. melanogaster: lin-28 (near the start of the pathway), Dsor1, and rictor (near the 

bottom of the pathway). Unexpectedly, the amino acid sequences predicted from the new gene models did 

not correspond to the pathway’s genes’ positions. Specifically, the percent identities between the two 

species were 67.8% (lin-28), 94.1% (Dsor1), 73.2% (rictor). Interestingly, the results support an 

alternative hypothesis that the evolution of the genes is more constrained by the number of genetic 

interactions: 2 (lin-28), 10 (rictor), and 50 (Dsor1). These gene profiles will be verified by other 

researchers involved in the project and contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the evolution of 

genes within the signaling pathway.  

  



iv 
 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

Many thanks to Dr. Kathleen Hughes and Dr. Brian Schwartz as mentors throughout the research process 
and thanks to CSU Honor College for encouraging excellence.    



v 
 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

ABSTRACT ...................................................................................................................................................  

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ........................................................................................................................... iv 

INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................................................................ 1 

MATERIALS AND METHODS ................................................................................................................. 3 

RESULTS ..................................................................................................................................................... 5 

DISCUSSION .............................................................................................................................................. 8 

FIGURES ................................................................................................................................................... 10 

REFRENCES  ............................................................................................................................................ 32 

TABLE OF FIGUES AND TABLES  
 

FIGURE 1 .................................................................................................................................................. 10 

FIGURE 2 .................................................................................................................................................. 11 

TABLE 1 .................................................................................................................................................... 12 

FIGURE 3 .................................................................................................................................................. 13 

FIGURE 4 .................................................................................................................................................. 14 

FIGURE 5 .................................................................................................................................................. 14 

FIGURE 6  ................................................................................................................................................. 15 

TABLE 2&3 ............................................................................................................................................... 16 

FIGURE 7 .................................................................................................................................................. 17 

FIGURE 8 .................................................................................................................................................. 19 

FIGURE 9 .................................................................................................................................................. 19 

FIGURE 10 ................................................................................................................................................ 21 

TABLE 4 .................................................................................................................................................... 22 

FIGURE 11 ................................................................................................................................................ 25 

FIGURE 12 ................................................................................................................................................ 26 



 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Drosophila melanogaster, the common fruit fly, is a widely used model organism for biological 

research due to the high conservation of multiple functional processes between it and mammals. D. 

melanogaster is especially useful in genomics research for multiple reasons. Drosophila have only four 

pairs of chromosomes, making the genome more easily mapped compared to humans (Why use the fly in 

research?, 2021) (Simmons, 2019). The entire Drosophila melanogaster genome was sequenced in the 

early 2000s with a total of 168,736,537 base pairs and 13,937 protein-encoding genes (Simmons, 2019). 

It has been found that roughly 60% of Drosophila’s genes show similarity to those in humans, making 

this research valuable in helping to evaluate and understand the conservation and variability in human 

cellular pathways (Tolwinski, 2017).  

In order to sequence and evaluate the D. melanogaster genome, both gene annotations and 

bioinformatics must be utilized. Gene annotation is the evaluation and identification of functional 

elements and products in a genome to gain insight into the details of the gene. It involves the process of 

taking raw DNA sequences and interpreting significant information to place these derived details into 

biological context (What is gene annotation in bioinformatics? 2018). Gene annotation specifically 

evaluates the exons in the gene that code for protein sequences by looking at the start and stop codons for 

the entire gene, the reading frame the specific exons are in, and the phase in which the exons are in at 

their beginning and end (Barh & Azevedo, 2017).  The process of gene annotation is most often paired 

with bioinformatics, the computational aspect of analyzing and interpreting DNA and protein sequences 

(Bayat, 2002).  

The Genomics Education Partnership Pathways Project recognizes the importance of this type of 

research and is aiming to annotate the genes along the insulin signaling pathway across multiple species 

of Drosophila in order to evaluate evolutionary conservation/variability among the species. The Pathways 

Project is interested in looking at the genetic structure of phenotypic traits, asking specifically, is the 

genetic structure simple and easily manipulated by the environment; or alternatively, is the genetic 



 
 

 

structure complex enough to resist impacts from the environment so that the trait is not as susceptible to 

evolutionary change? Many phylogenetic relationships are based on a hub and spoke model, meaning that 

there is one species with a greater relation to all of the other species in the phylogeny (such as D. 

melanogaster) and the rest of the species in the phylogeny have one or a few other relations (Pathways, 

2021). Within this model, it is proven that the “hub” is less susceptible to evolutionary changes due to the 

greater number of interactions with other members of the network. The creator of the Pathways project, 

Dr. Laura K. Reed,  aims to answer the question related to this type of model specifically within the 

insulin signaling pathway, how does the network of interactions influence the evolution of the regulatory 

regions within the pathway. The genes involved in the insulin signaling pathway are fairly conserved 

among different taxa of animals ranging from Drosophila to Mammalia; finding answers to these 

questions hold monumental impacts in better understanding the insulin signaling pathway interactions 

among other species.  

 The following project is an evaluation of the bioinformatic annotation of three genes in the D. 

willistoni insulin signaling pathway (lin-28, Dsor1, and rictor) and their similarities/synteny to those in 

the D. melanogaster pathway. D. willistoni is one of over 3,000 Drosophila species and has been placed 

in the subgenus Sophophora, eight branches away from D. melanogaster (Anholt, 2020) (UniProt 

Consortium). For the scope of this project, a species evolutionarily distant from D. melanogaster was 

chosen and the lin-28, Dsor1, and rictor genes were evaluated within the insulin signaling pathway. Lin-

28 resides towards the start of the pathway and is connected to molecule binding receptors that initiate the 

pathway cascade; Dsor1 lies towards the center of the pathway and is associated with MAPK. Lastly, 

rictor falls towards the end of the insulin signaling pathway in which it encodes for a portion of the Tor2 

complex. Each of the genes evaluated have a varying number of interactions with other genes within the 

pathway making them ideal for testing the hypothesis. The goal of this project is to assess the evolution of 

conservation in the insulin signaling pathway among the Drosophila species based on the number of 



 
 

 

interactions the gene occurs in throughout the pathway. Here it is hypothesized that the genes with limited 

interactions will display the greatest amount of variability within their sequence.  

 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

For the purposes of this study, materials included: Drosophila melanogaster genome, Drosophila 

willistoni genome, GEP Pathways Project: Annotation Walkthrough, GEP UCSC Genome Browser, 

Pathways Project Genome Assemblies, NCBI BLAST, Gene Record Finder, and the Gene Model 

Checker. Three genes (lin-28, Dsor1, and rictor) from the D. melanogaster genome were chosen to be 

evaluated for similarity within the D. willistoni genome. All methods were provided by GEP through the 

Annotation Walkthrough (Sandlin, K., Leung, W., & Reed, L.).  

The neighborhood of each gene was examined within the D. melanogaster genome, and the two 

closest upstream and downstream genes were determined (starting with lin-28), including the coding 

strand on which it is transcribed. This helped to better identify the target gene in the target species, D. 

willistoni, and evaluate synteny within the neighborhood in the target species allowing for a better 

evaluation of the evolutionary potential between the species. Once the neighborhood of lin-28 in D. 

melanogaster was evaluated, the genomic location of the ortholog in the target species, D. willistoni, was 

identified and located. The entire translated protein sequence of lin-28 was copied into a tblastn search to 

determine if there was a statistically significant match within the D. willistoni genome. Any hits with a 

low e-value and high percent identity were considered, and the range of each viable hit was summarized 

to evaluate the best set of collinear alignments to lin-28. Since each gene only produced one statistically 

significant result, only one hit was evaluated per gene included in this project.  

After determining the location of the ortholog for lin-28 within the scaffold of D. willistoni, the 

genomic neighborhood was determined using the NCBI blastp search. The two closest genes upstream 



 
 

 

and downstream were compared to those in D. melanogaster to evaluate synteny. The Gene Record 

Finder provides data on the coding exons (CDS) of lin-28 in D. melanogaster. Lin-28 possesses only one 

isoform; however, if the Gene Record Finder displays more than one isoform each one must be evaluated 

for significant differences in the number and locations of the CDS’s. The translated protein sequence for 

each CDS was copied into a tblastn search to determine the range of the CDS in the target species and 

provide coordinates for the exons. Once the coordinates of each exon was determined, the beginning and 

end of each CDS needed to be refined by evaluating the phase of the donor (sequence GT) and acceptors 

(sequence AG) of the splice sites.  

After full annotation of lin-28 in D. willistoni, the Gene Model Checker was used to verify that all 

biological constraints were satisfied within the proposed gene model. The Gene Model Checker evaluated 

the acceptor and donor sites for each CDS in lin-28, along with protein alignment between D. 

melanogaster and D. willistoni providing data on sequence similarity and gaps within the alignment. 

Once the predicted coordinates passed verification in the Gene Model Checker, it produced a model for 

the submitted gene coordinates. This process was repeated for both Dsor1 and rictor, with Dsor1 having 

two unique isoforms requiring annotation and rictor having three unique isoforms requiring annotation.  

 

RESULTS 

At the conclusion of this study, percent identities, protein alignments, and gene modes were 

created for lin-28, Dsor1, and rictor. Lin-28 aids in regulation of developmental timing and regulation of 

microRNA maturation (FlyBase). Within the insulin signaling pathway, lin-28 has two genetic 

interactions and six physical interactions with other molecules along the pathway and is located on the 

positive strand. It was determined through a tblastn search that the best set of collinear coordinates for the 

ortholog of lin-28 was on scf2_1100000004511 within the range of 3888707-3889273. When a blastp 

search was performed with the protein accession number of the proposed ortholog of lin-28, there was 



 
 

 

one possible match within the D. willistoni genome (XM_023180367) with a percent identity of 92.70% 

and e-value of 4e-85 (accession number NP_647983.1) (Figure 1). This, along with the conservation of all 

up and downstream genes, was strong evidence for majority conservation of lin-28 and syntenty within 

the D. willistoni genome. Lin-28 was determined to possess five unique coding exons located on the 

positive strand that required annotation (Figure 2). However, the tblastn results for CDS-1 and CDS-5 

provided no significant alignments possibly due to a high level of variability in their sequence in 

comparison with D. melanogaster, suggesting low levels of conservation within these CDS’s. In order to 

determine an accurate gene model for lin-28, it required manual annotation and determination of start and 

end points for both CDS-1 and CDS-5 (Table 1). The predicted coordinates for lin-28 were input into the 

Gene Model Checker for verification of the start/ stop codons and accurate donor/acceptor sites for each 

exon. The results concluded that the coordinates for the predicted ortholog of lin-28 in D. willistoni were 

correct and displayed comparison against lin-28 in D. melanogaster. As predicted, there were gaps in the 

sequence (specifically CDS-1 and CDS-5) leading to a percent identity of 67.8%, sequence similarity of 

72.0%, and gaps of 11.8%. This similarity was supported by both the dot-plot and the protein alignment 

(Figure 3 and Figure 4).  

Dsor1 encodes for serine/threonine kinase that phosphorylates MAP kinase (FlyBase). Within the 

insulin signaling pathway, Dsor1 lies on the positive strand and has fifty genetic interactions and over 

fifty physical interactions with other molecules along the pathway, suggesting that the sequence of the 

ortholog in D. willistoni is more highly conserved than that of lin-28. From the results of the tblastn 

search, the ortholog of Dsor1 appeared to be located on the negative strand of scf2_1100000004909 

within the range of 7829074-7827826 (Figure 5). In the D. melanogaster genome, there were two 

isoforms of Dsor1, Dsor1_PA and Dsor1_PB, and in the D. willistoni there were also two isoforms of the 

predicted ortholog, XM_002071451 and XM_023178123 which appeared to match Dsor1_PA and 

Dsor1_PB respectively (analysis made based off of the second coding exon). A blastp search was 

performed for each isoform of the proposed ortholog of Dsor1; XM_002071451 resulted in a match with 



 
 

 

an e-value of 0.0 and a percent identity of 93.95% (accession number: NP_511098.1) and 

XM_023179123 resulted in a match with an e-value of 0.0 and a percent identity of 94.16% (accession 

number: NP_001285044.1), each corresponding to Dsor1_PA and Dsor1_PB, respectively. The genomic 

neighborhood, unlike lin-28, was not as highly conserved with only the two downstream genes displaying 

synteny. Although the two upstream genes in the neighborhood differed, the conservation of the two 

downstream genes provides strong evidence for the conservation of synteny. From the results of the gene 

record finder, each isoform of Dsor1 possessed four unique coding regions and one untranslated region 

(Dsor1_PA with UTR at exon 3 and Dsor1_PB with UTR at exon 2) (Figure 6). A tblastn search was 

performed for each isoform and refined to produce start/end coordinates for each unique coding exon, the 

frame of translation, and the phase of the splice sites (Table 2 and Table 3). The predicted coordinates for 

each unique coding exon for each isoform was input into the Gene Model Checker for verification. The 

results concluded that the predicted coordinates for each predicted ortholog isoform were accurate and 

provided comparison to D. melanogaster. For both isoforms, there were gaps within CDS-3; however, 

overall XM_002071451 and XM_02317923 displayed percent identities of 94.0% and 94.2%, similarities 

of 96.7% and 96.7%, and gaps of 0.3% and 0.3%, respectively (Figure 7 and Figure 8).   

Rictor encodes for a portion of the Tor2 complex where it controls phosphorylation of protein kinase 

(FlyBase). Within the insulin signaling pathway of D. melanogaster, rictor lies on the negative coding 

strand and has ten genetic interactions and one hundred ninety-seven molecular interactions, suggesting 

that the sequence of the ortholog will be more highly conserved than lin-28 but less conserved than 

Dsor1. Based on the results from a tblastn search, the predicted ortholog of rictor in D. willistoni lies on 

the negative coding strand of scf2_1100000004590 within the region of 1100936-1093955 (Figure 9). In 

the D. melanogaster genome, rictor has three unique isoforms: rictor_PA, rictor_PB, and rictor_PC; 

however, in D. willistoni there is only one isoform: XM_023177120. Interestingly, the isoform in D. 

willistoni only possessed ten exons while the three isoforms in D. melanogaster possessed twelve 

(rictor_PA and rictor_PC) or thirteen (rictor_PB) exons, suggesting the possibility of combined 



 
 

 

exons/the loss of some introns in D. willistoni’s predicted ortholog. A blastp search was performed for the 

proposed ortholog; XM_023177120 resulted in three matches (aligning with all three isoforms of rictor) 

with the best having an e-value of 0.0% and a percent identity of 73.74%, corresponding to rictor_PA. 

The genomic neighborhood analysis yielded the same results as those of Dsor1, the two downstream 

genes were not conserved but the two upstream genes displayed synteny, thus providing evidence for 

partial synteny. From the Gene Record Finder, it was found that both isoforms rictor_PA and rictor_PC 

had ten unique coding exons with three UTR’s and rictor_PB had eleven unique coding exons with two 

UTR’s (Figure 10). A tblastn search was performed to better refine the start/stop codons, the start/end 

coordinates for each unique exon, the frame of translation, and the phase of the donor/acceptor splice sites 

(Table 4). Once the data was refined, the coordinates were input into the Gene Model Checker to verify 

the proposed ortholog. A comparison against all three isoforms of rictor showed the most significant gaps 

within CDS-8 and CDS-10 confirmed by both the dot plot and the protein alignment chart (Figure 11 and 

Figure 12). Overall, the proposed ortholog showed a percent identity of 73.7%, 72.9%, 72.9%, a 

similarity of 80.6%, 79.7%, 79.9%, and a gap of 5.1%, 6.1%, 5.7% when compared to rictor_PA, 

rictor_PB, and rictor_PC respectively.  

 

DISCUSSION 

The results supported the hypothesis that genes with a limited number of genetic interactions 

display the greatest amount of variability within their sequences. Dsor1 had a significantly higher number 

of genetic interactions within the insulin signaling pathway than either lin-28 or rictor, suggesting that the 

sequence of the ortholog would be highly conserved in comparison. From the bioinformatic analysis, we 

see that the proposed ortholog of Dsor1 within the D. willistoni genome has the highest percentage of 

sequence similarity to that of Dsor1 in D. melanogaster compared to the sequence similarities of the two 

other genes evaluated in this study. It would be expected that the genes evaluated within the insulin-

signaling pathway of D. willistoni would show some variation from those in the pathway for D. 



 
 

 

melanogaster because there was an earlier divergence of the species from the ancestral species. However, 

the higher percent identity of Dsor1 compared to the other two genes evaluated suggests that there is an 

additional factor for the evolution of these genes. The results suggest that there is a higher level of 

evolutionary sequence conservation among the genes across the species when there is a higher level of 

genetic interaction of the gene within the pathway.  

This research has important implications for future research of the insulin-signaling pathway. As 

mentioned above, lin-28 is involved in the regulation of developmental timing, Dsor1 is involved in the 

activation of MAPK phosphorylation, and rictor contributes to the regulation of tissue growth; with a 

better understanding of the variability of the regulatory elements of the genes, we can begin to better 

understand variability among the genes in humans. As the human body begins to process glucose, insulin 

is released to initiate the cascade of breakdown. This breakdown process is important because glucose is 

the main fuel for the body, making it a pivotal molecule required for proper growth and development. 

Some uncertainties with the research did occur, specifically with the manual annotation of the first and 

fifth exons of lin-28. Additionally, there was some uncertainty with the comparison of rictor due to D. 

melanogaster having three isoforms whereas D. willistoni only had one. All of the results presented here 

must be compiled and submitted to the GEP: Pathways Project for analysis. Because the GEP: Pathways 

Project is a multi-institution research project, the results presented here are compared to projects with the 

same gene claims for consistency among the models produced. The models then must pass a justification 

process by the review board in order to ensure that the models are correct for the specific species. 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

FIGURES AND TABLES 

 

Figure 1. tblastn results for lin-28. 



 
 

 

 

Figure 2. Gene Record Finder Results for lin-28.  

 



 
 

 

 

Table 1.Coordinates, translation frame, and splice site results for the predicted ortholog of lin-28.  



 
 

 

 

Figure 3. Dot plot analysis for putative ortholog of lin-28.  

 



 
 

 

 

Figure 4. Protein alignment analysis of the putative ortholog in D. willistoni compared to lin-28 in D. 
melanogaster.  

 

Figure 5. tblastn results for Dsor1. 

 



 
 

 

 

Figure 6. Gene Record Finder results for Dsor1.  



 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Tables 2 and 3. Coordinates, translation frame, and splice site results for the predicted ortholog of Dsor1. 

 



 
 

 

 

Figure 7. Dot plot analysis for the putative orthologs of Dsor1-PA(top) and Dsor1-PB (bottom). 



 
 

 

  



 
 

 

 

Figure 8. Protein alignment analysis of the putative ortholog in D. willistoni compared to Dsor1-PA (top) 
and Dsor1_PB (bottom) in D. melanogaster.  

 



 
 

 

Figure 9. tblastn results for rictor.  

 

Figure 10. Gene Record Finder results for rictor.  

 



 
 

 

 

Table 4. Coordinates, translation frame, and splice site results for the predicted ortholog of rictor. 



 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

Figure 11. Dot plot analysis for the putative orthologs of rictor-PA (top) and rictor-PB (middle) and 
rictor-PC (bottom). 



 
 

 



 
 

 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 

Figure 12. Protein alignment analysis of the putative ortholog in D. willistoni compared to all three 
isoforms of rictor in D. melanogaster. 
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Abstract 

This thesis explores the primary factors of police brutality in the United States and Brazil. 

Over the past few years people have become more aware of the prevalence of police brutality in 

the United States. This thesis uses a comparative research model in order to find out if police 

brutality is solely a problem in the United States or if it is a worldwide issue. By using a 

comparative research model, it helps pinpoint the similarities in police brutality issues. The 

purpose of finding out the primary factors of police brutality is to help reform the policing 

system so that those problems will not occur again in the future. 
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Introduction 

Jacob Blake’s attack- he was shot seven times in the back in front of his children. George 

Floyd fatally ran into the police last summer during COVID-19 which prompted protests 

worldwide. Breonna Taylor, a licensed EMT, was shot in her own home and bed while asleep. 

Elijah McClain was killed for solely wearing a face covering while suffering from anemia. 

Trayvon Martin wearing a hoodie and holding Skittles and Arizona iced tea. The list of people of 

color killed or injured by police without a real reason in the United States is becoming 

commonplace. 

By now, most Americans have witnessed some sort of police brutality whether it is 

firsthand or secondhand. Through social media’s scope, African Americans are predominately 

the victims of police brutality. Many Americans are beginning to question if this is due to blatant 

racism in the police workforce or if there are other underlying causes that lead up to an officer 

brutalizing another human being. People are also questioning whether the concerns of police 

brutality are exclusively American. To further the research of this paper we will be analyzing the 

causes of police brutality in America and the causes of police brutality in Brazil, a country 

similar to the United States in geographic size, population, and cultural diversity.  

The reason Brazil was chosen for this comparative research is because when searching 

the “top ten countries with the most police brutality.” Brazil was on all of the lists that were 

found. Surprisingly the United States was not on as many of these lists as expected. However, 

this paper should expose what the primary causes of police brutality are in both the United States 

and Brazil are and hopefully with this comparison we can find out what works in preventing 

police brutality versus what does not. It will also be utilized to shine a light on if police brutality 

is an American issue or if it is a global issue.  
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Police Brutality in the United States 

To understand police brutality in the United States we most first take a look at race in the 

United States. According the 2021 United States Census Data, White was defined as, A person 

having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, Middle East, or North Africa. It includes 

people who indicate their race as White or report entries such as Irish, German, Italian, 

Lebanese, Arab. Moroccan, or Caucasian. Black or African American was defined as a person 

having origins in any of the Black racial groups of Africa. It includes people who indicate their 

race as Black or African American, or report entries such as African American, Kenyan, 

Nigerian, or Haitian. American Indian or Alaskan Native was defined as a person having origins 

in any of the original peoples of North and South America (including Central America) and who 

maintains tribal affiliation or community attachment. This category includes people who their 

race as American Indian or Alaska Native or report entries of such as Navajo, Blackfeet, Inupiat, 

Yup’ik, or Central American Indian groups or South American Indian groups. Asian was defined 

as a person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the 

Indian subcontinent including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, 

Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam. This includes people who reported 

detailed Asian responses such as: Asian Indian, Chinese, Filipino, Korean, Japanese, 

Vietnamese, and Other Asian or provide other detailed Asian responses. Native Hawaiian and 

Other Pacific Islander was defined as a person having origins in any of the original peoples of 

Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific Islands. It includes people who reported their race as 

Fijian, Guamanian or Chamorro, Marshallese, Native Hawaiian, Samoan, Tongan, and Other 

Pacific Islander or provide other detailed Pacific Islander responses. Hispanic or Latino was 



 
 
 

 

defined as a person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or other 

Spanish culture or origin regardless of race. Lastly, the two or more races category allowed 

people to provide two or more races by checking two or more race response check boxes, by 

providing multiple responses, or by some combination of check boxes and other responses. For 

data product purposes, Two or More races refers to combinations of two or more of the 

following race categories: White, Black or African American, American Indian or Alaska 

Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, or Some Other Race. The 2021 United 

States Census found that, White alone, percent was 76.3%, Black or African American alone was 

13.4%, American Indian and Alaska Native alone was 1.3%, Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific 

Islander alone was 0.2%, Two or More races was 2.8%, Hispanic or Latino was 18.5%, and 

White alone not Hispanic or Latino was 60.1% (U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts, n.d.). That 

being stated the majority of the United States is composed of White or White without Hispanic 

or Latino origins. Thus, this information should be kept in mind when reading about social 

injustices that occur in the United States.  

Recent analysis done by the CDC suggest that legal intervention deaths which refers to 

deaths due to injuries inflicted by police or other law enforcement agents, including military on 

duty, in the course of arresting or attempting to arrest lawbreakers, suppressing disturbances, 

maintaining order, and performing other legal actions increased 45% between 1999 and 2013, 

with higher rates among blacks (0.24); American Indian/Alaskan Natives (0.20); and Hispanic 

whites (0.05). The CDC also conducted an examination of data from 1960 to 2010 that 

consistently indicated higher rates of legal intervention deaths among black men compared to 

white men, with rate ratios ranging from 2.6 to 10.1. The CDC found these statistics through 

their National Violent Death Reporting System (NVDRS). The NVDRS is a state-based 



 
 
 

 

surveillance system that links data with violent deaths. Legal intervention deaths, as defined by 

the NVDRS, are fatalities where the victim is killed by a law enforcement officer acting while on 

duty. Fatalities resulting from law enforcement action are included without regard to whether the 

death was intentional or legally justifiable. The limitation to this system is that only 18 states 

currently participate in it. Those states are Alaska, Kentucky, Michigan, North Carolina, Oregon, 

Utah, Colorado, Maryland, New Jersey, Ohio, Rhode Island, Virginia, Georgia, Massachusetts, 

New Mexico, Oklahoma, South Carolina, and Wisconsin. Something to remember throughout 

this paper is the definition of police brutality. With only eighteen states participating in data 

collection, fatalities at the hands of the police are likely undercounted. Despite this, there is 

clearly a disproportionate occurrence among people of color and number of incidences is 

increasing dramatically. In one of the studies that is utilized for this paper by Bryant-Davis they 

state that police brutality is, “a form of unwarranted physical violence perpetrated by an 

individual or group symbolically representing a government sanctioned, law enforcement agency 

as opposed to an individual perpetrator who only represents themselves.” (Bryant‐Davis et al., 

2017). Their definition indicates that police brutality is a form of unwarranted violence by the 

hands of the government rather than just one individual. In my own words I would define police 

brutality as unwarranted or excessive use of illegal force against civilians by police officers.  

Possible Causes of Police Brutality in the US 

The New York Times found that, police killings in America have been undercounted by 

more than half over the past four decades, according to a new study that raises pointed questions 

bout racial bias among medical examiners and highlights the lack of reliable national record 

keeping on what has become a major public health and civil rights issue. In this study that, was 

conducted by the University of Washington, researchers compared information from a federal 



 
 
 

 

database known as the National Vital Statistics System, which collects death certificates, with 

recent data from three organizations that track police killings through news reports and public 

records requests. The researchers found that, “about 55 percent of fatal encounters with the 

police between 1980 and 2018 were listed as another cause of death (Arango & Dewan, 2021).” 

Their findings reflect the continuous role of medical examiners and coroners in obscuring the 

real extent of police violence. However, medical examiners and coroners are not the only people 

to look at when trying to figure out why the incidence of police brutality is undercounted in the 

United States. For that, we should also look at the blue code of silence.  

Bryant-Davis et al., found that officers are reportedly scared of ethnic minorities who in 

most cases are unarmed and outnumbered. However, none of the officers discuss this because 

they are bound by the “blue code of silence.” According to renowned trauma researcher Herman 

(2015) it is easier to side with the perpetrator of trauma because the only thing perpetrators 

require is silence. Conversely, to support victims requires the observer to bear witness, speak, 

support, and take action to facilitate safety and recovery. (Herman, 2015) Thus, the reason the 

blue code of silence is still happening today is that it is easier to take the side of the perpetrator 

and do nothing. If you take the side of the victim, it means you have to witness, speak, support, 

and take action for them. In other words, the blue code of silence leads to a lot of silent killers 

within the force. The blue code of silence is arguably a huge cause of police brutality because if 

you do not speak out against a police officer’s misconduct, it could become worse the next time. 

It could also make someone who had persistently followed all the police codes of conduct turn to 

misconduct because they are now aware that nobody will speak out against them nor that they 

are truly held accountable. One shocking statistic is that for every 1,000 people killed by police 

officers, only one is convicted of a crime. The homicide indictment rate for citizens is 90% but 



 
 
 

 

the indictment rate for police officers is 1% (Bryant‐Davis et al., 2017, pg. 854). Knowing that 

the blue code of silence is so prevalent in the system this statistic would be much different 

without it.  

Many argue that the disproportionate incidences of police brutality involving people of 

color may be due to racism, however many studies suggest stress may be a primary cause. For 

example, in a survey of 1,400 police officers in three large cities in Texas, researchers identified 

stress was primary factor in officer misconduct, regardless of the race of the officer or victim. 

(Bishopp et al., 2020, p.1811). Due to a large amount of media coverage, the police feel tensions 

from the public, especially from minority communities. Interestingly, minority police officers 

experience stress differently from their white male counterparts. The minority communities still 

do not trust the police, but minority police officers statistically have less stress than white police 

officers. Bishopp et al., researched black police officers’ perceptions, and found black officers 

perceived themselves as to be criticized more than their white counterparts. Black officers were 

reported as showing more militant behavior and were less depressed than white officers. This 

finding is particularly interesting when studying the primary causes of police brutality because it 

shows stress level differences between ethnicities that may be surprising for some to learn. 

Bishopp et al., argued that more African American officers could decrease police brutality. 

Burke stated that, “It probably won’t be a bullet that strikes an officer down, but the 

effects of chronic stress (Stress in Policing - Google Books, n.d., pg. 1).” Burke’s studies showed 

that many officers cannot simply turn off their stress when they leave the workplace, and 

stressors tend to affect their personal lives in negative ways, such as with personal and 

interpersonal relationship problems. (Stress in Policing - Google Books, n.d.) This is important 



 
 
 

 

because if an officer is constantly at a peak stress level it would be very easy for them to snap on 

someone within their household. The police workforce needs to consider how it can make their 

working environment as stress-free as possible. Doing so would ease tensions not only within the 

office and throughout the field, but also in the home.  

Making police officer’s work environment as stress-free as possible is easier said than 

done. This is because of police culture. “Police organizations are paramilitary organizations, they 

have a “macho” culture, in which spending time with other officers following a shift is common. 

Authority and power are vested in police officers as representatives of their government; they 

have guns, tasers, batons, handcuffs, radios, back-up help, and uniforms. They take charge, give 

orders, and limit citizen freedoms; they can stop and search, and make arrests. But police learn 

quickly that many citizens dislike their police symbols and behaviors. Thus, police officers 

divide their world into “us” and “them” (everyone else) and believe that only other officers can 

understand them. (Stress in Policing - Google Books, n.d., pg.5-6).” Due to this “macho” culture 

there is stigma attached to admitting difficulties and problems and seeking help. If they ask for 

help, they are seen as weak and useless. Thus, some officers live with an unbearable amount of 

stress without asking for help. The stigma around asking for help has to be erased in order for 

officers to get the help they need so that they do not turn to taking their built-up stress out on 

others. In a review of the literature on trauma Bryant-Davis et al., used the following keywords: 

utilizing police, police brutality, and police violence, race-based traumatic stress, racist-incident 

based trauma, racism and trauma, intergenerational trauma, and complex trauma. (Bryant-Davis 

et al., 2017, p.854). 



 
 
 

 

Scott et al., indicated that racial disparities are one of the main causes of police brutality. 

Scott et al., conducted an analysis of a large archival dataset over a much longer time period, 

including 213 metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs), using an analytical approach that, to the best 

of their knowledge, had not been previously applied to the question of race and police shootings. 

(Scott et al., 2017, p.707). Another reason they chose to study the topic this way is because it 

provided the ability to examine more regions than simply the largest metropolitan areas. Thus, 

their approach should assist in providing a broader, more representative sample of the entire 

nation. Metropolitan statistical areas are defined by the U.S. Office of Management and Budget 

and are typically centered on one large city, including the surrounding areas and suburbs over 

which that city has a significant impact. However, there are some limitations that the study 

noted. For example, each is a large area covering different police and both city and county 

governments. But they still provide a large but fairly homogenous area that is defined relatively 

consistently across time (Scott et al., 2017, p.708-709).  Some of the other data that Scott used 

for this research was the Supplementary Homicide Report, Uniform Crime Reports, and Census 

Data. The Supplementary Homicide Report includes data on homicides committed for a variety 

of reasons. From this dataset, they were able to extract incidents in which police officers killed 

suspects. The data only included information that pertains to the death of a person. It does not 

include firearm discharges, nonfatal shootings, etc. Within the Supplementary Homicide Report, 

the nature of police shootings is categorized into the following: felon attacked officer, felon 

attacked fellow police officer, felon attacked a citizen, felon attempted flight from crime, felon 

killed in commission of crime, felon resisted arrest, and not enough information to determine. 

The Uniform Crime Report was used to compile arrest data. The data included arrests from 1980 

to 2000. Arrests for violent and property crimes were collapsed across age groups and sex in 



 
 
 

 

order to estimate total arrest data for race. Arrest rates may provide a proxy for the number of 

White, Black, and Other ethnic groups suspected by police of involvement in criminal activity. 

The Census data was compiled from 1980, 1990, and 2000 census reports. This data was used to 

compile population estimates and to provide levels of poverty that were experienced in the 

studied populations. (Scott et al., 2017, p.709-711). The results of this study were consistent with 

racially biased policing, it found that officers tended to use deadly force more in response to 

Black compared to White suspects even after criminal activity was equated. The research they 

conducted is important because it identified race as a contributing factor in shooter bias.  

There was another study done using a new shooter bias game developed in DirectRT 

based on specifications from past shooter bias studies. The participants consisted of fifty-six 

undergraduate students (twenty males and thirty-six females) at the University of California, Los 

Angeles. The racial breakdown of the participants was twenty-eight Asian/Asian Americans, 

sixteen Caucasians, nine Hispanics/Latinos, and three who chose to identify as “Other”. In the 

program, each trial begins with a blank screen of between 1-3s, after which a photograph of the 

target appeared. The study had two phases. In the first phase, participants were instructed to 

“shoot” targets carrying guns and “not shoot” targets carrying neutral objects, which included 

equal number of wallets and cellphones. Participants had a 630ms response window to make a 

decision or a timeout was indicated on the screen. (Kahn & Davies, 2017, p.734). The study also 

stated that, there were six targets in the game, which were three Black and three White males. 

The male targets were pretested and matched in terms of attractiveness, build, and 

stereotypicality for their race, and have been used in previous shooter bias studies. To manipulate 

clothing type, each target appeared in either perceived threatening attire or perceived safe 

clothing. The threatening attire for this study consisted of a baggy gray, sweatshirt, a gray 



 
 
 

 

headband, and a black baseball cap worn to the side. The safe attire consisted of a light button up 

shirt and a tie. Outfits were pretested and confirmed the stereotypical safe and threatening attire 

perceptions with the participant population. (Kahn & Davies, 2017, p.734). Kahn and Davies 

procedure for this study was to allow the research assistant to greet the participant and seat them 

in front of the computer. After giving informed consent to participate, participants would receive 

instructions and began the shooter bias game on the computer screen, lasting approximately 10 

minutes. After completing the game participants would answer demographic questions. They 

were thanked, debriefed, and received credit for their participation in this study. Kahn and 

Davies study found that participants were more likely to display racial bias in their shooting 

decisions when the targets wore stereotypically threatening attire associated with criminality than 

when they wore the perceived safe attire of a business suit. Specifically, participants tended to 

shoot unarmed Blacks (who may identify as Black or African American in studies) in 

stereotypically threatening criminal attire more than similarly dressed Whites, and also more 

than when they wore safer business attire. Thus, their study found that when Blacks wore 

perceived safer business clothing it would give them a shield of safety that they otherwise would 

not have. This phenomenon is sometimes referred to as the Hoodie Effect, which is the idea that 

a specific article of clothing has become a “trigger warning” for police and other citizens; 

warning a person that they are dangerous simply by wearing a hoodie. This idea was inspired by 

the incident of Trayvon Martin. Trayvon Martin was a young African American boy killed while 

wearing a hoodie. The reason this is important is that it shows there is racial bias in the police 

workforce and within citizens themselves. The place that Trayvon Martin was in was not a 

predominantly black area, and the excuse was he was dangerous because he was wearing a 

hoodie. However, the racial bias does not end with just Trayvon Martin it actually happens to 



 
 
 

 

Black police officers when they take their uniform off, meaning they carry the same weight as 

the hoodie when they are no longer protected by their police uniform. The study stated, “These 

racial biases are present when examining mistaken identity police-on-police shootings., with out 

of uniform Black police officers more likely to be perceived to be a civilian and killed by White 

officers (Kahn & Davies, 2017, p.724).” That being stated, race does play a factor in police 

brutality. Kahn and Davies found that Blacks were more likely to be shot than Whites both in 

perceived safe attire and perceived threatening attire.  

Shockingly, during a 29-year period studied by a government task force, “ten off-duty 

police officers were found to have been mistaken for civilians and fatally shot by another police 

officer (Charbonneau et al., 2017. pg.744).” Eight of these officers were Black, one was 

Hispanic, and one was White. In addition, Charbonneau (2017) focus the magnitude of racial 

disparity faced by Black officers while off-duty compared to their white counterparts and 

reported that at least 75% of U.S. police officers in this time period were White, Charbonneau 

estimated that there is roughly one in a million chance that this disparity reflects a random 

deviation from a condition in which Black and White officers faced the same risk as being fatally 

shot by another officer while off duty. (Charbonneau, 2017, p.744). The study found that, police-

on-police shootings can offer some insight into police use-of-force more generally because we 

know with near certainty that all 26 fatalities over this time period were errors (i.e., the 

confronting officer’s perception of threat from the victim was wrong); if a victim managed to 

successfully identify him-or herself, the confronting officer would not deliberately shoot the 

victim. (Charbonneau, 2017, p.745). In addition, all of the cases involved the misidentification of 

the victim as a civilian offender, resulted in deliberate shooting. Thus, misidentification may play 

a major role in police brutality. The study itself found that Black officers use their uniform as a 



 
 
 

 

form of protection against brutality because once the uniform comes off, they are equivalent to 

the same racial disparities as other Black civilians, which includes the hoodie effect.   

Dukes and Gaither stated that there are four major recurring themes when the media 

announces an incident of brutality: 1) fixation on victims’ past and/or current behavior as 

criminal, 2) focus on the victims’ physical composition (e.g., large stature) and attire, 3) 

emphasis on the location where the victims were killed or lived as crime-ridden and 

impoverished, and 4) negative, stereotypical elements about the victim’s lifestyle. (Dukes & 

Gaither, 2017, pg.791). One thing that comes about from media portrayal of police brutality is 

victim blaming. The stereotypical media characterization of racial/ethnic minorities of police 

violence is that they serve as a rationale for blaming these victims for their own deaths. We saw 

this through the George Floyd trial where they tried to dig up any dirt, they could find on him. 

They also tried to depict him as a large scary Black man in order to somewhat blame the victim 

for being too stereotypical of a Black crime statistic. The study done on how media effects police 

brutality was done through a total of 475 participants who were recruited from Amazon’s 

Mechanical Turk in exchange for a small payment. Participants who failed key manipulation 

checks were excluded resulting in a final sample of 453 participants. The participants had to read 

a brief account a physical altercation between a victim and a shooter following a minor traffic 

accident. The scenario stated that the shooter discharged a semi-automatic pistol several times, 

fatally wounding the victim and that a police investigation determined that the victim was 

unarmed. The victim and shooter race were manipulated by using racially stereotypical names 

(e.g., Darnell Jackson as a stereotypically Black name and Neil Schwartz as a stereotypically 

White name) and their explicitly stated racial group membership. To isolate the role victim 

portrayals, play, no images were shown since past work has demonstrated that skin tone can 



 
 
 

 

significantly impact perceiver’s emotional discomfort and the memorability of both perpetrators 

and victims. (Dukes & Gaither, 2017, p.793). For the study there were also two short biographies 

adapted from previous research that were developed and contained either negative stereotypes or 

positive counterstereotypes of Blacks. These biographies were used to manipulate the victim 

information for both White and Black victims. For the incident assessment the study used a 7-

point scale (1=strongly disagree, 7=strongly agree), the participants assessed attributions of fault 

(e.g., the victim/shooter is at fault in the incident) and their degree of sympathy and empathy 

with the victim and shooter (e.g., I can sympathize with victim/shooter, I can understand why the 

victim/shooter behaved the way he did, I would behave in a manner similar to the victim/shooter 

if placed in this situation.) The participants were also asked to provide percentage levels of 

blame on a sliding scale for both the victim and the shooter on one inclusive scale (i.e., no more 

than 100% of the blame in the incident could be attributed to across the victim and shooter). 

(Dukes & Gaither, 2017, p.794). 

  



 
 
 

 

The results of the Dukes and Gaither study found that, when negative, Black racially 

stereotypic information is provided about the victim, the victim (regardless of race) is viewed as 

being more at fault and more to blame during a shooting incident. Additionally, these findings 

suggest that when positive, Black counter stereotypic victim information is provided, Black 

shooters may be viewed as more at fault and more to blame than White shooters, which is in line 

with Black criminality stereotypes. The results also showed that White victims are perceived as 

more at fault than Black victims. This finding was somewhat surprising for Dukes and Gaither; 

however, it is consistent with some studies on victim blaming in rape cases that suggest that 

more socially respectable victims are seen as more at fault for placing themselves in dangerous 

situations. The study also found that, social desirability concerns may be at play since previous 

research shows that Whites in particular may want to display more egalitarian approaches to race 

stereotyping. (Dukes & Gaither, 2017, p.796-797).  Below is the graph that Dukes and Gaither 

used to show their results of victim blaming and race. 

 

 Analysis of Duke and Gaither’s findings also revealed that the main effects of victim 

information on participants’ sympathy for and empathy with the shooter such that participants 



 
 
 

 

expressed more sympathy with the shooter after reading negative, Black stereotypic information. 

In fact, participants reported understanding the shooter’s behavior to a greater degree wanting to 

behave in a manner similar to the shooter marginally more after reading negative, Black 

stereotypic information. To ultimately sum up all the findings of Duke and Gaither, their results 

highlight the powerful impact that the media can have in not only shaping how the public feels 

about a shooting victim, but also how blame is attributed to, and punishment is recommended for 

the shooter. (Dukes & Gaither, 2017, p. 801). This is an interesting finding because it shows the 

media could be a perpetrator of police brutality. If the media wants police officers to be scared of 

minorities it can misconstrue information to make the officers paranoid. The media can also 

make minorities feel scared of the police based on false stories or false presentations. All of these 

are facts that people of color are more likely to experience police brutality, which proves the 

point that one of the primary causes of police brutality is a person’s race. 

 Another, topic that should be looked at is the salary of police officers in the United 

States. According to the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, on average make an hourly 

wage of $19.32. A diagram below shows the employment estimate and mean wage estimates for 

Police and Sheriff’s Patrol Officers. Along with the percentile wage estimates for Police and 

Sheriff’s Patrol Officers. 

 



 
 
 

 

 The United States Bureau of Labor Statistics also included a graph of the annual mean 
wage of police and sheriff’s patrol officers, by state, May 2021. It is included below: 

 

 Due to the information that the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics found, they were 

able to figure out which states pay their police officers the best. The top five were as follows: 

California, Washington, New Jersey, Alaska, and Illinois. All this information is important 

because some people believe that police officers may not turn to police brutality if they were 

paid properly. However, if you research what a good salary is in the United States for a single 

person (it changes by state), it states, “The average salary for a single person is $1, 089 for men 

and $900 for women per week in the United States. This equates to an annual income of $56, 628 

for men and $46,800 for women on average (Barker, 2022).” For the most part, these statistics 

show that police officers in the United States are making a livable salary. Meaning, money most 

likely is not one of the contributing factors for police brutality in the United States. 

  Obasogie (2020) focuses on landmark court cases that have helped shape the use of force 

reasonableness standard. They find that the best place to start when it comes to looking at law 

and the use of force is with the Supreme Court decision Monroe v. Pape. To summarize Monroe 



 
 
 

 

v. Pape considered the application of federal civil rights law to constitutional violations by city 

employees. Prior to Monroe, the federal civil rights statute 42 U.S.C § 1983 (Civil action for 

deprivation of rights) had been largely unused since its inception during the Reconstruction era. 

Section 1983 provides a private cause of action for victims to sue state actors who deprive them 

of constitutional rights, such as those provided by the Fourteenth Amendment. Monroe changed 

this landscape by reaffirming the viability of § 1983 as a way to hold state officials responsible 

when they violate constitutional rights. In the immediate aftermath of Monroe plaintiffs harmed 

by police violence used diverse legal strategies to bring claims against officers in federal court, 

including substantive due process, equal protection, the Fourth Amendment, and § 1983 as an 

independent source of rights. After the Second Circuit’s 1973 decision in Johnson v. Glick, most 

of the § 1983 cases that explored whether particular actions by law enforcement violated the 

Constitution began using a Fourteenth Amendment substantive due process approach to 

understand the scope of victims’ rights and the lawfulness of police behavior. (Obasogie, 2020, 

p.777). However, Obasogie found that this approach was heavily criticized at the time as it 

focused, in part, on an officer’s mental state to determine whether force was used in “good faith” 

or whether it was deployed “maliciously and sadistically for the very purpose of causing harm- a 

state of mind that is nearly impossible to prove in court. (Obasogie, 2020, p.777). The next 

landmark case that Obasogie discusses is Graham v. Connor. Graham v. Connor shifted the 

constitutional standard from the Fourteenth Amendment to the Fourth. This decision should be 

further investigated because the Fourteenth Amendment includes the Equal Protection Clause 

which highlights an awareness that both racial groups and individuals could be harmed by unjust 

laws and practices. (Obasogie, 2020, p.778). In other words, the Graham v. Connor case was a 

move toward the Fourth amendment being a framework that addressed police violence. 



 
 
 

 

However, this created an issue because the Fourth Amendment looks at police violence as an 

individual issue between the officers and their victims. This impedes the federal courts’ ability to 

fully appreciate the role of race and racism in cases that challenge police use of force. Also, in 

the Supreme Court’s move toward the Fourth Amendment they did not provide any specific 

definition of what “reasonable” means in the use of force context. “In the absence of more 

specific guidance from federal courts on what “reasonable” means, many local police 

departments created their own use-of-force policies to guide officers’ engagements with 

community members. But these policies often fail at providing more clarity” (OBASOGIE, 

2020). This is important because it is stating there is no clear definition of what reasonable use of 

force is for officers. If there is no clarity on what is reasonable, then there is going to be some 

questionable use of force. This is due to what may be reasonable to one person may not be 

reasonable to another. In other words, this study proves that one contributing factor of police 

brutality is the law itself. There is no clear-cut definition of what reasonable use of force entails. 

Within the landmark Graham v. Connor case, there was a shift in judging the use of force cases 

based on the fourth amendment. It used to be based on the Fourteenth Amendment which 

includes the Equal Protection Clause. In order to fix this problem, there would need to be a shift 

back to address the use of force cases by using the Fourteenth Amendment equal protection 

assessment that does not rely on limited notions of consent.  

 Hogue argued that police officers are given the superpower to kill. Hogue stated that “the 

reasonableness standard offers lenience to biased decisions by officers on the ground and leaves 

judges and juries to their intuitions, which are often influenced by racial biases and stereotypes.” 

(Hogue, 2020, p.612). Hogue argues that data on killings by the police suggest that the lack of 

guidance on what reasonable force is has allowed police officers to shoot civilians more often 



 
 
 

 

than is justifiable, given that police officers often kill civilians who are not carrying a firearm. 

Hogue looks at Zimring’s book titled, When Police Kill. They stated that Zimring, “estimates 

that over 1,000 civilians are killed by police in the United States each year, with Black 

Americans being disproportionately killed. The Bureau of Justice Statistics commissioned a 

study by the Research Triangle Institute to compare killings by the police that had been reported 

through two different federal programs. The study estimated that over the course of eight years, 

killings by the police in the United States were between 7,427 and 9,937 killings, averaging 

between 929 killings and 1,217 killings annually.” (Hogue, 2020, p.612). Ultimately Zimring 

found that 26.1% of civilians killed by the police are Black Americans, even though only 12.2% 

of citizens of the United States are Black Americans. This statistic was interesting because it did 

find that police officers are killing minority civilians disproportionately more than other 

civilians. However, based on the population of Black Americans that live in the United States it 

provides a wider understanding of this disproportionality. 

Another interesting statistic came from the Uniform Crime Reporting Office of the FBI 

(they collect data from local law enforcement agencies on police officers who were killed and 

assaulted while on duty.)  “Data collected from 2008-2013 showed that there were 275 on-duty 

officers who died due to an intentional attack aimed at injuring or killing the officer. This 

averages nearly 46 officers per year who were intentionally killed while on duty. The reporting 

from local law enforcement agencies showed that 268 of these deaths, or 97.5% of all killings, 

were caused by a firearm. There were only seven non-firearm deaths in six years: three deaths 

due to personal force; two deaths due to knifes; and two deaths due to bombs.” (Hogue, 2020, 

p.613). On the other hand, The Guardian’s 2015 survey of killings by police in the United States 

showed that, “nearly 56% of civilians killed by police were armed with firearms. In 41% of 



 
 
 

 

killings by police, however, the target of the shooting possessed a less lethal or nonlethal 

weapon, or no weapon at all.” (Hogue, 2020, p.613). This is important to understanding the 

cause of police brutality because many people argue that police brutality occurs because officers 

have to make a split-second decision to protect themselves. However, these statistics provide a 

deeper understanding of the threat that police officers have to face versus the threat that an 

average civilian will face. The statistics do not end their it also talks about how killings of 

minorities have twice the apparent gun assumption with, “18% of killings of Black civilians by 

the police caused by the officer inaccurately assuming that the victim had a gun and 19% of 

killings of Hispanic civilians by the police caused by the officer inaccurately assuming that the 

victim had a gun.” (Hogue, 2020, p.613). This statistic is important in that it shows that the 

Black-as-Criminal stereotype is statistically real. It also shows that White civilians are treated 

differently than their minority counterparts.  

Lastly, “only eighty-two police officers in the United States were charged with murder or 

manslaughter resulting from an on-duty shooting. Given that about 1,000 times each year on-

duty police officer kills a civilian, there were likely about 12,400 killings by police in the same 

amount of time. This suggests that only 0.66% of on-duty police officers who kill a civilian are 

charged with murder or manslaughter.” (Hogue, 2020, p.613). This is an issue: police officers are 

not held accountable for their misunderstandings. Police misunderstandings are not to be taken 

lightly when they have permanent effects on the people they interact with. If they misunderstand 

that someone has a gun when it is simply a cell phone, hairbrush, or other harmless items it is 

serious and even deadly. Yet they usually will not have to reap any type of punishment. The 

misunderstandings do not matter because they have taken an unarmed citizen’s life based on 

their own judgment. The officers need to be held accountable for their ‘misunderstandings.’ 



 
 
 

 

Findings and Policy Implications for the United States 

Having researched the topic of what the contributing factors of police brutality are in the 

United States results were stress in the workplace, racism, misunderstandings, and the law itself. 

One policy implication to lessen the stress in the workplace would be to hire more minorities. 

The research found African-American officers experience less depression and less stress from 

their work than their fellow white officers. If there were more Black officers, this could 

potentially lessen stress in the workplace and in result lower the amount of police brutality 

happening. In the future police should move towards having more diverse departments, they 

need to include a wide spectrum of color (Black, Latino, Asian, etc.). The reason for this being it 

will make the job less stressful. Also, nobody wants to try and work at a police department that 

just has white officers. They need diversity to thrive. The police department should look like a 

mirror for all citizens. If they do not see themselves working, there then they are not doing it 

right.  

Another policy implication would be to fix the law itself. There needs to be equality in 

the law. One of the biggest issues is that the police are not treated like normal civilians when 

they get in trouble. The police usually get a slap on the wrist, whereas a normal civilian would 

get life in prison for some of the acts they committed. This needs to be changed. Everyone 

deserves a fair trial. The use of force cases needs to consider both the Fourth and Fourteenth 

amendments. Through doing research it implies the Fourth amendment is being used in use of 

force cases but if the Fourteenth amendment was being used as well, it would add an equality 

factor to ensure there is not racism throughout their trial.  



 
 
 

 

A third policy that could be put in place is holding officers accountable for 

misunderstandings. Citizens would be more likely to understand that officers are human and 

make mistakes if the officers had to pay for their mistakes. What is meant by this is if someone is 

working in a restaurant and they misunderstand someone’s order, they most likely will be told 

and can correct it and not be fired. However, if it is happening every day, they will get fired. 

That being stated, if an officer misunderstands something, they should ask what they did wrong 

and fix it. If they cannot fix it then they should be fired. However, if the misunderstanding is 

deadly, they should have to pay the price that an average citizen would have to pay. This does 

not make the officer less human; it would make the force overall seem more human and the 

general public would appreciate them more.  

Something else that should become policy is to completely get rid of the blue code of 

silence. If an officer does something wrong and another officer knows about it, they need to 

speak up. It may be more work but if they do speak up against injustice then it will decrease the 

likelihood of police brutality occurring. Policing can become like a family, where they have each 

other’s backs. But if this means saving a police officer from killing a minority, raping, cheating, 

etc., then there should be no question of what should be done. If police are caught staying silent 

when they know another police officer has committed an unspeakable crime, they should both be 

punished. Police officers should speak out on injustices they witness. It may seem like more 

work at the moment. But they could be saving someone’s life and if they are a police officer then 

the ultimate goal is to serve and protect.  

All the articles I used failed to mention if the excess or lack of funding was a cause of 

police brutality. Further research needs to be done on this topic, especially because defunding the 



 
 
 

 

police is a huge topic right now. It would be interesting to find statistics that can prove or 

disprove if funding is a contributing factor of police brutality. 

Another area for further research would be to understand sexism in the workplace. In the 

article “Police Stress and Race,” it briefly mentioned how women police officers experience 

higher stress levels than their white male and ethnic minority counterparts. It would also be 

interesting to examine how women of color in the police force are affected by stress. Further 

research could explore why white male officers are more likely to turn to police brutality when it 

has been shown in studies that females are under more stress than them. This research could 

show what underlying causes makes a police officer turn to brutality.  

Possible Causes of Police Brutality in Brazil  

On May 25th, 2020, the murder of George Floyd by the police officer Derek Chauvin was 

caught on camera. This footage spread on social media quickly and sparked many protests 

worldwide. While the focus was primarily on the United States for this case, it is a situation that 

is all too familiar to Brazil, which is the most multicultural country in South America. Brazil also 

has the most people of African descent.  According to statistics that were conducted in June 

2020, around eight out of ten respondents believed cases similar to George Floyd were frequent 

in Brazil, with over half of Brazilians that were surveyed having heard of such specific cases. In 

the first half of 2020, almost 3,150 civilians were killed by police officers in Brazil, which is an 

average of 17 people per day (Police Violence in Brazil – Statistics & Facts | Statista, n.d.). The 

states Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo-home to the most populated Brazilian cities- accounted for 

the largest number of citizens killed by the police, with over 40% of cases reported. Rio de 

Janeiro and São Paulo are also home to the most violent gang warfare. 



 
 
 

 

In Brazil’s latest national census, around half of the Brazilian population identified as 

brown or black. In fact, the documentary Black in Latin America explains that Brazilians 

culturally self-identify with more than ten interpretations of color. (Black In Latin America E02: 

A Racial Paradise, 2011) Brazil had the largest number of African slaves during colonialism and 

was the last country in the Western Hemisphere to abolish the practice. Today, the country is a 

country of ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ with approximately 11of the Brazilian population controlling 

85 of the country’s land and resources. (2022 Census IBGE, n.d.) 

Multiethnicity frequently leads many to dismiss racism as a serious problem in this 

country. The reason I bring this up is because in order to have an in-depth analysis of Brazil and 

the contributing factors of police brutality. It is important to understand how Brazil self identifies 

with race. Officially, the Brazilian National Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE) has 

conducted censuses in Brazil since 1940. The IBGE has classified the Brazilian population into 

five categories: Branco (White), Pardo (Multiracial), Negro/Preto (Black), Amarelo/Asiático 

(Yellow/Asian), and Indígena (Indigenous). Below is a graph that states: Percentage distribution 

of the resident population, according to color and race in Brazil (2000/2010). 



 
 
 

 

 

The reason this graph helps is it shows how the percentage of different racial groups 

changed overtime in Brazil. In year 2000, 53.7% of residents in Brazil were White whereas, in 

2010 only 47.7% were white. It shows how the percentage of Black (Preta) and Brown (Parda) 

both increased during this time period. Sem declaração meant no statement on their race. 

According to the 2010 IBGE Census, White workers wages were almost twice those of Blacks 

and “Pardos” (Multiracial). The illiteracy rate among White people over 5 years old was 5.9%; 

among Blacks, 14.4%, and among “Pardos”, 13%. The 2010 IBGE Census also showed that 

Whites dominate higher education in Brazil. The White workers also had an average monthly 

income almost twice that of Blacks and Pardos. The Blacks and Pardos made on average 1.8 

minimum wages, while the had a yield of 3.4 minimum wages. In summary, Brazil experiences 

racial disparities just like the United States does. This is only a few instances that the IBGE 

discussed. However, there is plenty more proof of racial disparities throughout Brazil’s history.  

Next for the purpose of this research, it is important to understand how Brazil’s policing 

system works. Police in Brazil are organized primarily at the state, rather than the national or 



 
 
 

 

local level. Brazil does have a federal police force, as well as a specialized federal police 

authorities for highways, railways, and ports of entry, the Brazilian Constitution assigns 

responsibility for the vast majority of criminal activity to state police forces. The duties of the 

federal police, which is a relatively small force, include prevention of interstate and international 

drug trafficking and smuggling, protecting Brazil’s borders, and exercising the functions of a 

federal judicial police (Cavallaro et al., 1997). In Brazil, the state police are divided into two 

nearly autonomous entities, the civil and military police. Both police forces are under the control 

of state governor, though the military police are also auxiliary and reserve units of army. The 

military police is a uniformed force that patrols the streets, maintains public order, and may 

arrest suspects caught in the act of committing crimes (Cavallaro et al., 1997). Under Brazilian 

law, criminal suspects may only be arrested if they are caught in the act of committing a crime 

(in flagrante delicto) or pursuant to an arrest warrant issued by a judge. The civil police 

investigate crimes that have already occurred.  

It was only on July 2, 1996, that the lower house of the Brazilian Congress approved 

legislation to criminalize torture, an obligation that Brazil had assumed internationally when it 

ratified the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 

Punishment in 1989. As the chamber was approving this, security guards for that legislative body 

detained and severely beat Veja magazine salesman Severino de Araújo Maciel- to force him to 

sign a false confession-until he passed out nearly eight hours later. Brazil’s leading news 

magazine, Veja, termed such abuse, “the Brazilian method of police investigation” in a 

November 1, 1995, cover story. The Human Rights Watch conducted a study on credible reports 

of physical mistreatment and torture in the south (Porto Alegre), the southeast (Rio de Janerio, 

Sao Paulo, and Belo Horizonte), and the northeast (Salvador, Recife, Natal). The report 



 
 
 

 

confirmed that torture is still a routine practice in police precincts throughout Brazil, a practice 

that is widely accepted, particularly when the victim is a poor, criminal suspect. Torture is 

practiced by members of all police forces in Brazil- state, civil, and military police as well as 

federal police. (Cavallaro, 1997, p.29-30). This is an important aspect to Brazil’s policing 

because it shows that a contributing factor of police brutality is the fact that they are allowed to 

commit acts of torture legally on citizens for a certain period of time under certain 

circumstances. 

The Human Rights Watch has created an in-depth analysis of each of the seven places 

previously mentioned. The Human Rights Watch conducts regular, systematic investigations of 

human rights abuses in seventy countries around the world. They have become an essential 

source of information for those concerned with human rights. They were created to address the 

human rights practices of governments of all political stripes, of all geopolitical alignments, and 

of all ethnic and religious persuasions. They also defend freedom of thought and expression, due 

process, and equal protection of the law, and a vigorous civil society. The Human Rights Watch 

document and denounce murders, disappearances, torture, arbitrary imprisonment, 

discrimination, and other abuses of internationally recognized human rights (Cavallaro, 1997, 

p.2). The first state they discuss is Rio de Janerio.  

According to the Human Rights Watch, in Rio de Janerio drug related violence has 

become an increasingly serious problem, where the lower levels of trafficking hierarchy are 

dominated by organized crime and gangs settled in the favelas (Cavallaro et al., 1997). The 

battles for turf and control among the gangs have been frequent and violent. Confrontations 

between the police and traffickers have often been marked by indiscriminate shooting. Meaning 



 
 
 

 

they usually hit innocent bystanders, primarily the favela dwellers. However, this crossfire can 

also include some residents of Rio de Janerio’s middle- and upper-class neighborhoods that get 

caught in the crossfire. In 1994, the state of Rio de Janerio and the federal government agreed to 

bring in federal military troops to assist the police. The agreement was the product of mounting 

public anger over violence by the drug gangs and the police. This agreement launched an 

unprecedented joint military-police effort, dubbed Operation Rio, to sweep away Rio de 

Janerio’s criminal gangs. Operation Rio forces engaged in dozens of occupations of the favelas 

in the city of Rio as well as outlying areas. The Human Rights Watch stated that Operation Rio 

was “Fighting Violence with Violence,” and concluded that Operation Rio was punctuated with 

torture, arbitrary detentions, and warrantless searches and at least one case of unnecessary use of 

lethal force (Cavallaro et al., 1997, p.33). The Human Rights Watch ultimately ruled Operation 

Rio a failure and found that Rio de Janeiro military police forces have continued to intensify 

their use of illegal violence in their battle with criminal suspects and favela residents. Based on 

this information one of the contributing factors of police violence in Brazil is the drug and gang 

violence. The police in Brazil are trying to fight violence with violence which can only result in 

the brutalization of an innocent citizen caught in the crossfire.  

The Human Rights Watch gained access to the official police records authorizing the 

promotions of 179 police officers between May 25, 1995, and April 16, 1996. Out of the ninety-

seven reports evaluated a total of ninety-two incidents their examination found that in the vast 

majority of cases, the special commission authorized the promotion despite the fact one or more 

of the formal requirements were not met. In less than one quarter of cases did police report 

having detained the criminals involved. Another factor disregarded was the need for two or more 

independent witnesses. Even when two or more witnesses existed, in several cases authorities 



 
 
 

 

failed to include their statement in the official documentation. The Human Rights Watch created 

a table that demonstrated the frequency with which promotions were authorized despite the 

failure to meet the independent witness category.  

 

 They do not just stop at the faulty promotions without a witness they also mention that in 

many cases of physical evidence, including coroners’ reports, is inconsistent with the police 

version of events. The significance of this information is that it also shows how easy it is for 

Brazil to sweep police brutality under the rug. If a vast majority of police officers are able to 

obtain a promotion without meeting simple requirements in Brazil, then it is likely they could 

commit acts of brutalization with no repercussions. In fact, if a police officer in Brazil brutalized 

an innocent citizen, they might get a promotion according to the Human Rights Watch statistics.  

 These promotions also cause an unequal playing field when it comes to pay raise. When 

officers in Brazil get awarded with a bravery pay bonus it distorts the hierarchy within the 

military police. For example, the salary of a sergeant receiving the maximum 150 percent pay 

raise for bravery may surpass that of the first lieutenant. The salary of a corporal, adjusted by 

150 percent, may equal that of a captain. (Cavallaro et al., 1997, p.38) This also causes an 

incentive for police brutality to occur because otherwise non-violent police officers now are 



 
 
 

 

given an incentive to kill to receive a” bravery” bonus. Below is a graph of monthly salaries, 

with and without pay raises, according to the Military Police and Firefighter’s Officers’ Club.  

 

 Rio de Janerio also has what is called a resisting arrest report. A resisting arrest report is 

the form that the police should complete when, in the course of their lawful activity, they 

encounter armed resistance. In practice, the form is routinely used by police to mischaracterize 

suspicious incidents in which they kill civilians. One shocking comparison is that “From January 

1995 through February 1996, according to press sources, the military police killed 201 people in 

the city of Rio. The monthly homicide rate that these figures represent-more than fourteen-is 

roughly six times the figure for another notoriously violent city's police force, that of New York 

City. The population of Rio de Janeiro is roughly 35 percent smaller than that of New York.” 

(Cavallaro et al., 1997, p.44). That being stated Rio de Janerio military police have killed 

roughly eleven times as many civilians per capita as their counterparts in New York during a 

similar time period. Thus, another contributing factor of police brutality in Brazil is due to 



 
 
 

 

resisting arrest reports. Meaning some of the brutality is written into the law itself because 

resisting arrest reports make it legal for an officer to kill.  This higher concentration of civilians 

killed is a reflection of the systemic poverty and institutional racism that still exists in Brazil. 

 The Human Rights Watch has reported on police violence in São Paulo. In one of their 

last reports focusing on police violence in Rio de Janerio and São Paulo, released in 1993, they 

noted a dangerous upward spiral in the number of civilians killed by the state’s military police. 

However, beginning in 1993, the year after military police homicides in São Paulo peaked, the 

number of civilians killed by military police has fallen consistently. The Human Rights Watch 

found that this reduction happened immediately after the October 1992 massacre at the Casa de 

Detenção (House of Detention) within the Carandiru prison facility. (Cavallaro et al., 1997, 

p.50). The Carandiru massacre occurred when military police stormed the penitentiary following 

a prison riot. The massacre left 111 prisoners dead and was considered by many to be a major 

human rights violation. Below is a graph that demonstrates the decrease in military police 

violence in São Paulo. 



 
 
 

 

 

 One of the reasons for this decrease in killings of civilians by police is due to a program 

called Retrain Police Involved in High-Risk Situations (Programa de Reclicagem de Policiais 

Envolvidos em Situação de Alto Risco-PROAR). Through this PROAR program, police officers 

that were involved in fatal shootings are removed from the area in which the killing occurred and 

assigned to different duties. The officers also undergo psychological counseling and evaluation. 

The period of evaluation lasts three months. After this period of time PROAR, determines 

whether the officer is fit to return to their prior duties. This is interesting in understanding the 

contributing factors of police brutality as mentioned in the United States section one of the 

causes could be due to underlying stress or PTSD. Police often do not have any outlets to turn to 

for their stress a program like PROAR that was proven to be effective is something that should 

be considered in the policy findings. The PROAR program also shows that if caught early on a 

police officer might be able to get treatment before turning to police brutality.  



 
 
 

 

 A modern-day problem that has occurred in Brazil is known as the UPP (Unidade de 

Polícia Pacificadora), which translates to Police Pacification Unit. The UPP is a law 

enforcement and social services program pioneered in the state of Rio de Janerio, which aims to 

reclaim territories, most commonly in favelas, controlled by gangs of drug dealers. The program 

was created and implemented by State Public Security Secretary José Mariano Benincá 

Beltrame, with the backing of Rio’s Governor Sérgio de Oliveira Cabral Santos Filho. To 

understand why this is a problem first it must be considered what the word pacify means. When 

thinking of pacifying a baby it would be to forcefully make the baby stop crying; to appease 

them with force. The reason this is referred to as the Pacification Unit is because the people 

living in these favelas never asked for this help. Its entire goal is to force peace upon someone 

who did not ask for it. The UPP program scored initial success expelling gangs and won broad 

praise. However, it is an expensive initiative expanded too far, too fast into dozens of favelas as 

state finances cratered, causing a devastating backslide that enabled gangs to recover some of 

their lost grip. The UPP also suffered severe reputational damage after police were suspected to 

have tortured and killed a resident of the massive Rocinha favela who wasn’t involved in 

trafficking which prompted protests. Several police were eventually tried and convicted for the 

man’s disappearance. (Rio de Janeiro Police Move to Regain Control of Some Favelas, 2022). A 

video that was created by VICE News uploaded a video on YouTube and HBO called, “How 

Pacification Failed Rio.” The description on the video states that, “Pacification in Rio, carried 

out ahead of the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympics, was meant to spread the affluence and 

security of the city’s wealthy, mostly white neighborhoods to the poor, mostly black favelas. But 

with those events gone, Brazil in a financial crisis, its government consumed with monumental 

corruption scandal and violence is rising as drug trafficking gangs fight for control.” The video 



 
 
 

 

immediately starts by showing graphic images of someone who was killed in one of Rio’s 

favelas. It shows police investigating the scene and talking about how this was likely an act of 

multiple drug gangs shooting down one guy. Later, in the video we get the perspective from 

people living in the favelas and they talk about how Pacifying Police Units and drug gangs has 

constantly led to innocent people being caught in the crossfire. One-man states that, “All they 

send up the hill is police and war while residents die in the favela.” Later, the video interviews 

Arthur Trindade professor at the University of Brasilia. One of the questions they asked Arthur 

about was do many people living in the favelas prefer to live under the control of the drug 

traffickers instead of the police. He responds, “Yes, that’s very common.” He also states that, 

“This operation was a police answer to a police officer killing that happened one week ago. Then 

the police went there and did a power demonstration.” To which the interviewer responds, 

“Coming into a favela and killing anybody or killing just traffickers?” Arthur then responds, 

“There is no differentiation from the police to the latter. They kill someone to show that.” Then 

the interviewer says, “So doesn’t that also explain why the Pacification didn’t work if you view 

the entire community as the enemy.” To which Arthur responds, “Yeah. That’s the point. You 

cannot pacify an area against the people that live there. You have to pacify an area in cooperation 

with them.” (VICE News, 2019). This interview along explains why pacification did not 

succeed. Arthur is stating that Pacification cannot work because the people of the favela did not 

ask to be pacified by the police and it could only work if the people of the favelas were in 

cooperation with them. Otherwise, the UPP views all the citizens of the favelas as the enemy. 

Below is an image of the UPP entering Rocinha in Rio. 



 
 
 

 

 

 Source of photo: (“The Pacification of Brazil’s Urban Margins,” 2019) 

 The interviewer also interviews one of the people in a drug gang in the favela and asks 

him, “When is the last time the government had control of this place?” The person responds 

with, “Man, I tell you, that was a long, long time ago.” Then the interviewer asks, “How did you 

take it from the government?” He responds with, “They lost control themselves. The community 

here is seen as just the slums and as shit by the politicians who only come here during the 

elections and never again.” This is interesting because what they are saying is the reason, they 

have lost control of the community is because they have never cared for the community in the 

first place. The only time the government cares about their community is when it is time for 

elections.  

 Brazil is currently in an election year with the current incumbent, President Jair 

Bolsonaro, aiming to get re-elected. The reason an election year matters is that President 

Boslonaro is a polarizing figure, who also uses race and culture wars to divide the Brazilian 

Eric Spears
Show the source of this photo.



 
 
 

 

population. President Bolsonaro falls on the extreme right-wing of Brazilian conservatism. He is 

a retired military official, who served and supported the military dictatorship of 1964 –1985. He 

has targeted the international BLM movement in Brazil and advocates for a crackdown on crime 

in the favelas. The president was accused in 2017 for saying that black Brazilians in quilombos 

were ‘not fit even to procreate’. (“Brazil’s Black Rights Movement Grapples with Hostile 

Official,” 2020). In addition, his cabinet official, Sérgio Camargo, one of the few Black 

conservatives in Brazil in charge of promoting Black Culture, called Brazilians who supported 

the BLM ‘scum’. He is quoted in The Guardian newspaper as saying, ““The black movement, 

those bums from the black movement, bloody scum.” (Phillips, 2020). This rhetoric and 

politicization of race and class is a further example of Brazil’s systemic challenges with policing 

at local levels. 

The interview, titled How Pacification Failed Rio, continues by asking Arthur, “When a 

militia or drug traffickers control a favela do, they do it by avoiding the police or forcing the 

police to stay out of the area or do they do it in collision with the police?” Arthur replies, 

“Always with the police. Never against the police. They don’t fight against the police. They 

bribe the police. That’s the formula.” To which the interviewer questions him saying, “Always?” 

and Arthur responds confidently, “Always. This is bribe. In Rio, the confidence in the police is 

below ten percent.” To which the interviewer asks, “Do you think that’s justified?” Arthur 

responds, “Yes, yes, yes, yes. It’s justified because they know that the police are incapable to 

solve the problems.” This is another important topic because it is stating that the police can be 

bribed by the drug traffickers in favelas. It shows how corrupt the police system as a whole is. It 

also further provides proof that one of the contributing factors of police brutality is money. If 

they can be bribed easily by drug traffickers in the favela’s money would be an easy enough 



 
 
 

 

reason to turn to police brutality. Also, corruption within the police force itself is a contributing 

factor of police brutality. They were sent into the favelas to try and get rid of the drug traffickers. 

However, many of them are accepting bribes. 

Lastly, the interviewer asks one of the drug traffickers, “We’ve just seen you accept a 

delivery of 100kilos of coke and mix it up and now it’s going to be sent out to be sold. Do you 

have any fear that the police or the national army will stop you and capture you at any point?” 

The drug trafficker responds, “We live in a corrupt country. We are treated like scum, but above 

us, there are many big names who steal more than we do and enable trafficking above our heads. 

Drug trafficking runs the nation’s finances and there is no way they’ll stop it.” The interviewer 

then asks, “Can you explain why you chose to do this?” The drug trafficker responds, “The 

government itself forces you to give it a try because minimum wage is around R$800 [$200US] 

and change a month. Rent nowadays is R$600 [$150US]. You have R$200 or so leftover, what 

can you do with that? So, this is the way I try to give my family certain material comforts. So, 

we don’t run out of food and can have a better home.” Then the interview cuts back to Arthur 

and asks, “So despite shockingly high numbers 62,000 homicides in one year. You think people 

think it’s over there, it’s away from me and my family and my neighborhood. So, who cares?” 

Arthur states, “Yeah. That’s absolutely right. In this way, the Olympic Games, the World Cup, 

and the pacification program were a success. For the people who live in the rich areas it works. 

But it doesn’t work in the other parts of the city.” Arthur also states, “It’s a problem about race in 

Brazil, about inequality. The homicides and the invisibility of the homicides is inequality.” 

(VICE News, 2019) That being stated it shows that the contributing factor of police brutality in 

Brazil has to do with race and wealth. Many people turn to drug trafficking because they cannot 

make the money they need to survive in other ways. Even if they could they realize that the 



 
 
 

 

government is corrupt, and they do not see a problem with stealing because people above them 

have stolen more. Thus, when the police are sent into these places it is predominately poor areas 

that are tormented and brutalized because they are the one’s turning to drug trafficking or the 

one’s who realize how corrupt the Brazilian government is. 

Another article that discusses the UPP was written by the LSE which is a top ranked 

university in the United Kingdom. It discusses how the Pacifying Police Units (UPP) began in 

2008 with the aim of establishing permanent police presence in the favelas. The article 

specifically addresses the pros and cons of the UPP. It states that, “On one hand, there was a 

notable fall in violence in areas with pacification units, and many residents reported that drug 

dealing, and weapons had become less visible. On the other, there were widespread reports of 

repressive tactics being used against residents, including stop-and-search, curfews, and even bans 

on social events (“The Pacification of Brazil’s Urban Margins,” 2019).” This statement alone 

proves that the cons of the UPP far outweigh the pros. This is because as previously stated, to 

pacify Rio is to force them into complying with police control. Many people living in the favelas 

do not want the police to control them. However, the UPP forces the people of the favelas to 

follow their regime. This article discusses the view of the UPP from people in the favelas, “Some 

people reported feeling less secure since the arrival of the UPP. However, in most cases this was 

not primarily because they feared police violence, but rather because they felt the UPP had 

undermined the previous order overseen by traffickers without establishing an effective 

replacement (“The Pacification of Brazil’s Urban Margins,” 2019).” This is important because it 

is stating that many people in the favela felt less secure with the UPP in control than they did the 

traffickers. The traffickers had an effective order set in place that the people in the favelas were 

used to and because of the UPP they no longer have those set orders. It also stated that, “several 



 
 
 

 

people felt that police turned a blind eye to illegal activities in the area, and that petty crime such 

as open drug consumption, theft and burglary had increased (“The Pacification of Brazil’s Urban 

Margins,” 2019).” This is also important because according to the previous interview that was 

utilized for this research, they stated that police always accept bribes. This article also suggests 

that police turn away from doing the correct thing when illegal activities occur. If the UPP’s role 

is to provide police presence in the favelas, then they should be trying to serve and protect. 

However, they are often turning a blind eye to illegal activities and accepting bribes from the 

people they were sent into the favelas to stop. It also states that, “Pacification through 

negotiation can have the advantages of reducing violence and visibility of criminal activity. One 

thing most respondents agreed upon is that they felt the risk of violent conflict between police 

and traffickers had been reduced. However, such a scenario hardly provides favela residents with 

meaningful security or substantive citizenship. One resident explained: It’s gotten worse since 

the police entered; I think. That’s my opinion. Why? Because the police… It’s the police with 

the traffickers. We citizens see them pass the traffickers and they can’t do anything, and that, for 

me, is why it’s got worse. The situation has left us with hostages on both sides. Because we 

know we can’t trust the traffickers, clearly, but we also can’t trust the police. We don’t know if 

you speak to the police if they’re going to deliver you to the traffickers. We don’t trust them. We 

don’t have that trust (“The Pacification of Brazil’s Urban Margins,” 2019).” This is important 

because it shows that citizens of the favelas cannot trust the UPP because they work hand in 

hand with the traffickers they claim to be trying to stop. If they trust the police, then the police 

may brutalize them or tip them off to traffickers. The people in these favelas cannot trust the 

traffickers and they can’t trust the police, so they have nobody else to turn to. It would do no 

good for them to try and seek out the police because in all accounts with them they work with the 



 
 
 

 

traffickers. Thus, one of the contributing factors of police brutality in Brazil would be the fact 

that the policing system is corrupt. There is no reason they should be working with the 

traffickers. However, anytime someone that lives in the favelas are asked about their opinions on 

the UPP they always stated that they work with the traffickers.  

 If the accounts of police brutality through the UPP was not enough to convince someone 

that police brutality is a major problem in Brazil. Then, the interview I got to do with Dr. Eric 

Spears should provide another perspective of his firsthand account with police brutality in Brazil 

where he does research. Dr. Spears told his story as follows, “"I lived, and maintain a current 

permanent residence, in Brazil. In 1999-2000, I lived in the coastal city of Vitória. One evening 

in July 1999, my wife, Marina, and I were with friends at an outdoor bar. We were there until 

after 1:00 a.m., which was the closing time for it and the sidewalk bar across the street.  The bar 

across from us was robbed by two young men from a favela (slum).  We witnessed the robbery 

of the patrons on the sidewalk.  The young men, aged 17-19 years, ran off.  Ten minutes later 

they returned to the same bar in hopes of getting more loot. The owner of the bar chased them 

into the street in front of the bar where we were. The boys ran away without robbing again but 

were shot at.  One of them was shot at the base of his neck and collapsed onto the asphalt.  The 

other youth kept running. The adolescent hit died in front of me.  The police arrived about 5 

minutes later.  There was no investigation. There was no yellow tape to mark off the place of the 

incident.  There was not any questioning of witnesses.  The police consoled the bar owner, who 

was visibly upset, and then scooped the lifeless body and put him into the trunk of the car.  A 

waiter from the bar washed the blood away with water and bleach. This incident and in some 

ways, this man's life, was washed away from reality. This incident deeply disturbed me. I was 

there researching urban sustainability and democratic participation in favelas. Most people from 



 
 
 

 

the slums are very poor and of various shades of brown to dark skin. The owner of the bar was 

white. I knew intellectually and emotionally he was a victim of systemic poverty and social 

injustice. I don't defend his robbery or actions but understand that desperation makes people do 

desperate and risky things for survival. This event still haunts me from time to time.”  

Dr. Spears’ experience with police brutality is important to this research because it 

provides a first-hand observation of how the police can operate when alleged social injustice 

occurs. In this case, they did not provide a proper investigation for the boy that was shot, and 

they discarded his body as if it was meaningless. It further proves that one of the contributing 

factors of police brutality is due to race and socioeconomic background. It also raises the 

question, had the boy who was killed been white and came from a wealthier part of town would 

he have been discarded the way he was? As, far as the research finds this would not have been a 

common occurrence for someone who was white and not from the favelas. 

Another place that the Human Rights Watch examined was Porto Alegre. Porto Alegre is 

the capital of Rio Grande do Sul. They found that the frequency with which Porto Alegre use 

deadly force against civilians appeared to be lower than in other cities and states studied in the 

Humans Rights Watch report. This is a reflection of the relatively high level of professionalism 

of both military and civil police in the state. However, both forces commit violent abuses, 

including severe beatings, shootings, and homicides. When these injustices occur authorities 

often fail to investigate and prosecute those responsible. The Human Rights Watch found that 

one of the reasons for the professional nature of the police forces in Rio Grande do Sul is the fact 

that they are well paid in comparison to their colleagues in other states. While in several states 

beginning military police officers earn less than the equivalent of US$300 per month, in Rio 



 
 
 

 

Grande do Sul officers earn approximately US$630 per month. Beginning civil police officers in 

Rio Grande do Sul earn approximately US$750 per month, more than twice as much as their 

counterparts in many other Brazilian states. Another reason for their professionalism is a 

reflection of their training. The basic course in the Civil Police Academy consists of 960 class 

hours. The military police require a minimum training period of seven to eight months. Corporals 

must spend an additional four to six months in training; sergeants spend eight to ten months 

beyond the initial period. Compared to other Brazilian states, where military police often only 

require only three months of training. Lastly, in Rio Grande do Sul, military police have been 

required to study human rights in their academy since 1983 (Cavallaro et al., 1997, p.61). This 

research is important because it suggests that bridging the gap in pay and regional disparity in 

Brazil can be the first step to addressing police brutality. In other words, if officers got paid 

properly, they may feel more inclined to do a proper job. It also shows the importance of 

adequate training in the academy. Proper training was proven to be a reason for the officer’s 

professionalism in Rio Grande do Sul and with that professionalism comes a lower amount of 

police brutality. This is also something that might pertain to the police in the United States if not 

given the proper pay and proper training than it can be expected that officers will turn to police 

brutality.  

 The Human Rights Watch also looked at Belo Horizonte. Belo Horizonte is the capital 

city of southeastern Brazil’s Minas Gerais state. Belo Horizonte has a long history of violent 

police. Representatives for the Mayor’s Office for Human Rights and Citizenship told Human 

Rights Watch/Americas they received several credible complaints of torture each week. In the 

past seven years, the human rights division of the public prosecutors’ office in Belo Horizonte 

has indicted more than 500 civil police officers which accounts for nearly 15 percent of the 



 
 
 

 

force-for battery or abuse of authority cases. In the past three years alone, the Human Rights 

Division has filed indictments against 439 civil police officers and an additional 116 military 

police officers for these crimes. Under Brazilian law, these are the two crimes that officials 

commit when they torture detainees. Torture itself is not a crime under the Brazilian penal code. 

(Cavallaro et al., 1997, p.67). This information is important to know because it proves that 

torture was legal in Brazil for a certain period of time under the Brazilian penal code. As of 

1988, torture is illegal in Brazil. However, the nation still suffers from state sanctioned brutality 

today, including torture of those incarcerated. Although the constitution prohibits torture and 

provides severe legal penalties for its use, torture by police and prison guards remains a serious 

and widespread problem. Thus, another contributing factor of police brutality in Brazil is the fact 

that even though torture is not legal under their constitution many police officers and prison 

guards get away without any repercussions for torture.  

 The Human Rights watch also looked at Salvador. Salvador is the capital of Brazil’s 

northeastern state Bahia. It is known for its Portuguese colonial architecture, Afro-Brazilian 

culture, and a tropical coastline. According to the Human Rights Watch, much of the deadly 

police violence in Salvador, Bahia, is committed by off duty police officers acting in so-called 

extermination groups and targeting suspected criminals for execution. On duty police in Salvador 

have also employed deadly force to eliminate suspected criminals on various occasions. The 

most violent incident occurred on January 16, 1996, when more than one hundred police from 

several divisions raided the Jaguaribe favela, killing nine suspected gang members. The story is 

as follows: On the evening of January 16, 1996, more than one hundred police from the 

Automobile Robbery and Theft Division, the Twelfth Precinct of Itapuã, the Fourth Precinct of 

São Caetano, and other police units raided the Jaguaribe favela in Salvador, seeking members of 



 
 
 

 

the criminal gang led by Amaro da Silva Rodrigues, known as "Amadinho." According to press 

reports, the police had planned the operation for two months prior to the date of the raid and 

entered the favela at night, detaining dozens of favela residents. In the course of the raid, the 

police killed nine people in what they contended were gun battles. They also stormed numerous 

residences, ransacking and mistreating those whom they found. Later, the civil police opened an 

inquiry into the events of the January 16, 1996, police operation of the Jaguaribe favela. 

However, according to human rights watch groups following the case, the inquiry, was 

performed by the same police precinct in which the majority of police involved in the raid 

worked (Automobile Robbery and Theft). They concluded that the police acted legitimately and 

that all the deaths occurred during gun battles between police and criminal suspects. (Cavallaro 

et al., 1997, p.84). Thus, Salvador is important in understanding the contributing factors of police 

brutality because it shows that it has everything to do with race and socioeconomic status. Dr. 

Spears got to witness a similar incident on a much smaller scale. The raid of the Jaguaribe favela 

is similar to what he experienced in that it never got a true investigation. The investigation that 

was conducted was produced by the same precinct that the police who committed these heinous 

acts were from. This incident shows that when the police raid Afro-Brazilian favelas they are 

almost guaranteed to get away with it. There is no way that everyone killed on that day was a 

criminal suspect and until Brazil conducts proper investigations into social injustices it will 

continue to be a reoccurrence.  

 The next place the Human Rights Watch researched was Natal. Natal is the capital city of 

the state of Rio Grande do Norte, on Brazil’s northeastern tip. The Human Rights Watch found 

that police violence in Natal became national news in mid-1995 when local human rights groups 

denounced the participation of Deputy Secretary of Public Security Maurílio Pinto de Medeiros 

Eric Spears
Nice connection!



 
 
 

 

in the coordination of a death squad known as the "Meninos de Ouro" or Golden 

Boys. According to these reports, the Golden Boys, a group of civil police officers and 

employees of the Secretariat of Public Security under the direction of Pinto de Medeiros, 

committed a series of crimes including torture and murder. The revelations about the group's 

operation surfaced after a particularly gruesome incident in which one member, police officer 

Jorge Luiz Fernandes, known by his nickname "Jorge Abafador" (Jorge the Smotherer), killed 

two people, and wounded three others in the dawn hours of March 5, 1995. Three surviving 

witnesses recounted to Human Rights Watch/Americas the details of what became known as the 

Mãe Luiza massacre. (Cavallaro et al., 1997, p.88). The Mãe Luiza massacre is as follows, on 

March 3, 1995, according to public prosecutor’s investigation, Fernandes and another police 

officer killed Marconi Barroca Paixão, a friend of Roberto Nascimento Ferreira (nicknamed 

"Pezão"). At Paixão's funeral, Ferreira commented to Paixão's wife that police officer Fernandes 

had killed her husband. Having apparently learned of Ferreira's comment, Fernandes showed up 

at Ferreira's home at about 1:30 a.m. on March 5, shouting that he was a police officer, and the 

occupants should immediately open the door. Ferreira's wife, Maria Lúcia Costa (Maria Lúcia), 

opened the top-half of a split door, and the police officer kicked in the door's bottom half. 

Although Fernandes was wearing a hood, Maria Lúcia recognized him by his voice and his body. 

"I want Pezão (Ferreira)," Fernandes told Maria Lúcia, who responded, "Jorge, you want my 

husband at this hour?" Fernandes then pointed a revolver at Maria Lúcia's face and fired. The 

bullet entered her left cheek and exited through her right ear. After shooting Maria Lúcia, 

Fernandes lifted his hood briefly (at which point Maria Lúcia, injured but not dead, confirmed 

his identity) and then entered the bedroom. Maria Lúcia managed to escape to a neighbor's 

house. In the bedroom, Ferreira (Pezão) was sleeping. In beds nearby were sixteen-year-old 



 
 
 

 

Marlon Silva da Costa (Marlon), his eighteen-year-old sister Ana Carla Melo da Costa (Ana 

Carla), and Magaly Helena Pinheiro (Magaly). Not finding Ferreira in the bedroom, Fernandes 

shot Ana Carla, Marlon, and Magaly, hitting Ana Carla twice in the arm and once in the hip, and 

Marlon twice, once in the face. When Fernandes found Ferreira sleeping behind a curtain, he 

fired eight shots into his body, killing him. Fernandes then left the apartment. Marlon, Ana Carla, 

and Magaly all survived the shooting. Once outside, Fernandes passed the neighbor's house 

where Maria Lúcia was hiding. Fernandes shot into the house and unsuccessfully tried to kick in 

the door. At this point he noticed Lucimar Alves da Silva, who appeared to be watching what 

was happening from the window of an adjacent apartment. Fernandes shot her twice, killing her. 

After this, Fernandes left running. Fernandes was arrested and his pretrial detention was ordered 

for the killing of Ferreira and Alves de Silva and the injuries to Marlon, Ana, Carla, and Magaly. 

Despite this pretrial detention order, Fernandes has been released on several occasions since mid-

1995 (Cavallaro et al., 1997, p.89). This is interesting to consider when trying to understand the 

contributing factors of police brutality in Brazil. In the case of Fernandes, he went on a killing 

spree after having heard information that he allegedly killed someone. One of the reason’s he 

may have decided to turn to brutality is due to the fact that he was angry at someone else and was 

suffering from some sort of mental illness. However, due to him being released on multiple 

occasions this is something that is not touched on. It does prove that police officers in Brazil 

usually aren’t seen as an average citizen because in this case Fernandes was a civil officer who 

got away with massacring people. This is unusual when comparing Brazil to the United States 

because in the United States most police officers would not get away with attempting to kill and 

entire family as we place importance on children.  



 
 
 

 

 The last place the Human Rights Watch researched was Recife. Recife is the capital of 

Brazil’s northeastern state of Pernambuco, it is distinguished by its many rivers, bridges, islets, 

and peninsulas. The Human Rights Watch found that in recent years the Pernambuco authorities 

have taken steps to address the problem of pervasive police criminality. Most significant among 

these measures has been the state sponsored witness protection program. In several prior reports, 

the Human Rights Watch found that central to the problem of impunity in cases of police 

violence is the unwillingness of witnesses to testify against officers they know to be responsible 

for grave crimes for fear of retaliation. (Cavallaro et al., 1997, p.105).  Thus, this information 

proves that one contributing factor of police brutality is the knowledge that they have power over 

witnesses. If someone witnesses police brutality, they likely won’t speak up on their account of it 

in fear that the police officer who committed the crime might come after them.  

 In response to this, the state government of Pernambuco took an important step forward 

by creating the Protection and Support Program for Witnesses, Victims and Families of Victims 

of Violence (Programa de Proteção e Apoio a Testemunhas, Vítimas e Familiares de Vítimas da 

Violência, PROVITA) in January 1996. The program is financed by the state but is operated 

entirely by the Office of Legal Assistance to Community Organizations (Gabinete de Assessoria 

Jurídica às Organizações Populares, GAJOP), one of the most respected nongovernmental 

human rights organizations in Brazil. The PROVITA program protects witnesses to incidents of 

police violence, as well as witnesses to violence committed by extermination groups or death 

squads, and organized crime. The PROVITA network includes fifteen professionals and thirty-

four volunteers and comprises of three protection centers situated in rural areas in the state of 

Pernambuco. (Cavallaro et al., 1997, p.105). This information is important when considering 

policy implications to help reduce the amount of police brutality in Brazil. If all the places 



 
 
 

 

mentioned in the Human Rights Watch study had a program in place like this, it could reduce the 

amount of police brutality cases that occur in Brazil.  

 Since October 1996, GAJOP and the Dom Helder Câmara Human Rights Center (Centro 

Dom Helder Câmara de Direitos Humanos, CENDHEC) have been leading two-week human 

rights courses for military and civil police. The courses consist of forty class hours and address 

international human rights norms, individual rights protected by the Brazilian Constitution, 

proper police procedure, and the special rights of children and adolescents. The courses also 

include visits to NGOs and analysis of cases of human rights violations. Through January 1997, 

more than 132 police officers had taken the courses. Though an important step, this figure 

represents less than 1 percent of the state's police forces. (Cavallaro et al., 1997, p.106) This is an 

important thing to consider as well for policy implications. Implementing classes such as these 

could be extremely helpful in reducing police brutality. However, in Recife alone programs like 

this only represent less than 1 percent of the state’s police forces. Which is far too little 

considering how bad police brutality is throughout most of Brazil. If that percentage could go up 

to even 50 percent, then it could arguably mark a decline in police brutality. This is something 

that Brazil will not know unless it tries to implement more programs like this and require the 

police forces to attend.  

Findings and Policy Implications for Brazil  

 Having researched the topic of what the contributing factors of police brutality are in 

Brazil the results were race, socioeconomic background, undeserved promotions and pay 

bonuses, pacification, the law itself, improper investigations, and training.  



 
 
 

 

 The research found that in areas that have a predominant Afro-Brazilian or Negro/Preto 

(Black) population often experienced more discrimination by police. One reason this could be 

happening is due to lower socioeconomic backgrounds being the target of Brazilian police. This 

was seen through the UPP being sent into the Rio de Janerio favelas. In fact, black Brazilians are 

killed by police so often that one website was able to make a map of the percentage of homicides 

of black Brazilians by police. This graph is included below:  

 

Source of photo: (“Racism in the Favela,” 2021) 

Thus, the findings of this paper proves that Brazil needs to approach social injustices in a better 

way. There is no reason that Afro-Brazilians should live in Brazil in fear that they will be killed 

by police or caught in the crossfire between police in traffickers. However, this is the route that 

Brazil is choosing to go down. This research also showed that many government officials do not 

care about the welfare of the people living in the favelas until it is time for election year, and 

they can use their visit or help in the favelas for political gain.  



 
 
 

 

 One policy implication for Brazil would be to set a list of requirements for pay bonuses 

and promotions that they will actually follow. In many jobs, people have motivation to do a 

proper job in order to work their way up to better pay or get promoted. The research found in this 

paper showed that many police officers in Brazil receive pay bonuses and promotions while not 

meeting the requirements needed to receive their pay bonus or promotion. One of the article 

found that many officers receive these bonuses from what is known as ‘bravery incentives.’ 

However, the promotion and pay bonus for bravery invite police brutality by providing police 

with incentives to execute criminal suspects rather than take the time to arrest them. It should be 

noted that bravery bonuses can often be linked to irresponsible and dangerous acts in order to 

receive a slightly better pay or higher rank.  

 Another policy implication would be to find a way to crack down on police who are 

working hand in hand with traffickers. The UPP failed Rio for a number of reasons but one that 

stood out the most is the fact that many of the citizens of the favelas believe that the police that 

were sent to help are actually working with traffickers or being bribed into silence. If police are 

being bribed into silence by traffickers in a favela they were sent into ‘pacify’ the government of 

Brazil should be questioning if their goal is actually obtainable with the UPP or if they should 

completely eradicate the operation. When the UPP does the job, it’s supposed to do many 

innocent citizens get killed in the crossfire. Arguably, all the UPP has done in Brazil is cause 

more discourse between class differences. If a program is to be made again to try and help the 

trafficking problem, it needs to be done with the citizens in mind. The citizens of the favelas 

never asked to be pacified. For it to be successful, they need to work in accordance with the 

citizens of the favelas. Otherwise, it will always result in the same outcome that the UPP 

received.  



 
 
 

 

 Another policy implication would be to change the law itself. The law itself claims that 

torture in Brazil is illegal. However, in many cases the police and prison guards in Brazil get 

away with torture. This paper urges for Brazil to codify the crime of torture.  In August 2013, 

President Dilma Rousseff signed into law a bill creating a National Mechanism to Prevent and 

Combat Torture charged with visiting civilian and military locations where people are deprived 

of their liberty.  However, the Human Rights Watch says that Brazil’s reform fail to end torture. 

One example the Human Rights Watch gave from Rio de Janerio was, “police officers involved 

in the disappearance of construction worker Amarildo Dias de Souza in July 2013 tortured or 

severely mistreated several other residents of the Rocinha neighborhood, where he lived. In one 

instance, the day before Amarildo’s arrest, military police took 16-year-old X.Z. to the local 

Command and Control Center and threatened him with sexual assault, shoved his head into a 

toilet full of feces, and forced him to eat liquid candle wax to get him to reveal the name of drug 

traffickers (“Brazil,” 2014).”  This shows that there is work to be done when it comes to how 

Brazil treats officers who commit acts of torture. The police in this case got away without any 

repercussions for the torture they inflicted upon X.Z.  The Human Rights Watch also found that 

as of October 2013 the São Paulo state police ombudsman’s office had received 122 complaints 

of incidents of torture, bodily injury, and ill-treatment that occurred between January 2011 and 

July 2013, none of which resulted in sanctions against the police involved. (“Brazil,” 2014) 

Thus, as previously stated Brazil needs to codify laws against torture that will cause police 

officers to have some repercussions for their acts of torture against civilians. This is needed 

because as of right now they serve little to no consequences for brutalizing people which is a 

major reason that Brazil is one of the top-rated places where people experience police brutality.  



 
 
 

 

 Another policy implication to help reduce police brutality would be proper investigations. 

While conducting research on the causes of police brutality a common reoccurrence was 

improper investigations or no investigation happening at all. During, Dr. Spears encounter with 

police brutality there was no investigation into what happened to the young boy who was killed. 

They discarded him like trash and moved on. During the raid of Jaguaribe they also never got a 

true investigation because it was conducted by the same police who committed the crime. Thus, 

Brazil needs to train officers on how to conduct proper investigations. In many instances of 

brutality in Brazil there are no investigations done to find out what actually occurred. If Brazil 

could take a few months to train officers, the ins, and outs of investigative techniques then this 

could potentially be fixed. Another way to go about fixing the lack of investigations would be to 

reduce the pay of police officers when they do not conduct an investigation when it was found 

that it should have been necessary.  

 Lastly, another policy implication would be to provide better training. In Porto Alegre 

they were found to have a lower frequency of deadly force used against civilians and it was 

believed to be due to the high professionalism of their military and civil police. Porto Alegre 

basic course in the Civil Police Academy consisted of 960 class hours. The military police 

required a minimum training period of seven to eight months. If other places in Brazil modelled 

their police training academies like the one in Porto Alegre, they could possibly see a decline in 

police brutality. Better training combined with all the other policy implications would help 

reform Brazil’s policing system to be more fit to help protect citizens rather than brutalize them. 

 

 



 
 
 

 

 Methodology 

This research will be utilizing a comparative research methodology. Meaning that it will 

be exploring the contributing factors of police brutality in both the United States and Brazil. It 

will be comparing the similarities and differences between both places as it pertains to making 

policy implications and reforming the police systems in both areas. The comparative research 

method is the best method to use for this research because it will allow us to dissect the major 

differences between the causes of police brutality in the United States versus Brazil. This is 

important because it will be able to show what might be a regional disparity in policing versus 

what could be a universal disparity in policing. Whereas, if they both share a problem in the 

police system then it could be something that is utilized in reforming policing universally rather 

than just on a local level. It will also showcase that police brutality is not just a United States 

problem, or not just a Brazil problem but it is a universal problem that should be looked at from a 

comparative standpoint in order to further gain knowledge on what works when reforming police 

and what does not work when reforming police.  

Comparison of the United States and Brazil 

 One contributing factor of police brutality that is shared by both the United States and 

Brazil is race. In the United States police brutality among Blacks was roughly (0.24); American 

Indian/Alaskan Natives (0.20); Hispanic whites (0.05). In fact, in the United States they’ve 

named a phenomenon the Hoodie Effect after Trayvon Martin which is the idea that a specific 

article of clothing has become a trigger warning for police and other citizens. For example, if a 

young African American wore a hoodie in the United States they suddenly are looked at as more 

dangerous than if they had worn regular clothing. It also found that, the racial bias in policing in 



 
 
 

 

the United States is so bad that the racial bias does not end with the hoodie effect it also applies 

to Black police officers when they take their uniform off, meaning they carry the same weight as 

the hoodie when they are no longer protected by their police uniform. As for Brazil, the police 

officers often target Afro-Brazilian and Negro/Preto areas when committing acts of brutality. 

This was showcased throughout the UPP, Dr. Spears story, the raid of Jaguaribe, the Mãe Luiza 

massacre, and more. This is important to recognize because it shows that one of the main causes 

of police brutality is racism and it is not just a regional occurrence; it’s a universal occurrence. 

That being stated there needs to be major reform of policing systems in order to eradicate racism. 

However, trying to teach someone not to be racist is nearly impossible to do. This is something 

that will need to be researched and will take trial and error to fix. Some policy implications that 

were suggested to fix racism throughout the police system is hiring police officers that mirror the 

society. If a citizen does not see themselves in a police officer than there is sure to be racism in 

the force because their culture/ethnicity is not represented in the force. Another, policy 

implication was to provide better training during this training the academies can try to weed out 

the racist officers before they get out into the community.  

 One major difference between the United States and Brazil is that the United States had 

more research on how stress causes officers to turn to brutality. The research done on Brazil 

never considered stress on police officers as a reason for police brutality. In the United States, 

one of the articles used stated that, “It probably won’t be a bullet that strikes an officer down, but 

the effects of chronic stress.” This same study found that officers cannot simply turn off their 

stress when they leave the workplace and stressors tend to affect their personal lives in negative 

ways. One policy implication to fix this would be to destigmatize officers getting therapy for the 

things they witness. Perhaps, even requiring therapy should be part of a policing job because no 



 
 
 

 

matter how strong a person is something will break them. However, with Brazil having little to 

no information on the impact of stress on their police officers it leads us to believe that stress is 

not a primary reason their officers are turning to police brutality.  

 Another similarity between the United States and Brazil is that victim blaming plays a 

role in causing police brutality. In the United States, the stereotypical media characterization of 

racial/ethnic minorities of police violence often serve as rationale for blaming the victims for 

their own deaths. As mentioned earlier in the paper, we saw this through the George Floyd trial 

where they tried to dig up any dirt, they could find on him. They also tried to depict him as a 

large scary Black man in order to somewhat blame the victim for being too stereotypical of a 

Black crime statistic. In Brazil, victim blaming is done the same way as it is done in the United 

States, they will often blame the people they kill for being a certain skin color or for wearing 

certain clothes or walking a certain way. The major problem with victim blaming is that it is 

often spread through the media and the media often controls how people view a situation. One 

way to fix this is by attempting to get the true story about victims out. In the case of George 

Floyd seeing the footage from the store and the body cameras allowed people in the United 

States to make their own judgements about the situation at hand. Later, the media would try and 

misconstrue the footage we saw and try to change our minds about him. A policy implication 

that could be put into place to fix this would be by allowing people to view the footage of 

controversial crime scenes undoctored, by doing this it would allow everyone to form their own 

opinions on the situation at hand while still allowing the media their freedom of press and 

speech.  



 
 
 

 

 A major difference between the United States and Brazil when it comes to the 

contributing factors of police brutality is socioeconomic status almost always plays a role in 

brutality in Brazil. However, in the United States this is not always the case. In Brazil, most 

brutalization’s happen to people who live in the favelas or slums. As, was shown throughout the 

literature review of Brazil. However, in the United States police brutality is not tied down to 

specific locations it can happen to anyone rich or poor the key factor in the United States is race. 

The reason this is important is because as seen with the UPP when the slums have traffickers the 

police are sent in to pacify the situation and it often leads to even bigger problems. Such as 

people getting stuck in the crossfire or police being bribed by the traffickers. These are not issues 

that the rich experience in Brazil unless they visit a favela. One policy implication that can be 

gained from this would be instead of sending the police in to pacify the situation send resources 

that the people living in the favelas need to make their life better. For example, send food, paper 

and pencils, clothing, hygiene products, etc. rather than sending in police. This policy 

implication could work because people in the favelas do not just wake up one day and decide to 

be a trafficker it is usually seen as a last resort. Instead, of sending in armed police officers send 

in supplies that may be able to help.  

 The United States and Brazil both would benefit from fixing the law itself. The law itself 

in both places is singlehandedly one of the reasons police brutality occurs. In the United States 

we found that there needs to be equality in the law. One of the biggest issues with the law in the 

United States is that the police are not treated as normal civilians when they get in trouble. The 

police usually get a slap on the wrist, whereas a normal civilian would get life in prison for some 

of the acts committed. Also, the use of force cases needs to consider both the Fourth and 

Fourteenth amendments. Right now, the Fourth Amendment is being used in use of force cases. 



 
 
 

 

However, if we also used the Fourteenth Amendment it would add an equality factor to ensure 

there is not racism throughout the trial. As for Brazil, they need to codify the crime of torture. As 

we found out throughout our research torture is illegal in Brazil. But many times, police officers 

and prison guards get away with acts of torture simply because they get no repercussions for 

doing so. Thus, the United States and Brazil need to update the law itself. 

 Another difference between the United States and Brazil would be that, when researching 

the United States nothing really explained the impact of training on police brutality. In Brazil, 

with Porto Alegre it found that training helped strengthen the police force and often led to a more 

professional police force. Something that could be put in place for both areas would be better 

training in order to try and get people out who are not fit to handle the stress and who are 

showing signs of racist tendencies.  

 One other difference between the United States and Brazil is the fact that in Brazil police 

officers from different places encountered many pay discrepancies whereas, the United States 

pay their officers a livable salary. One thing that Brazil is doing wrong is providing officers with 

pay bonuses and promotions when they have not met the requirements for those pay bonuses and 

promotions. They also can be awarded bravery pay which needs to be reformed because often 

times it just encourages the officers to execute rather than arrest. The United States is currently 

paying police officers a livable wage in most states. That being stated it proves that one of the 

contributing factors is different in both areas. In Brazil, there is data that proves promotions and 

bravery pay is a problem. Whereas, in the United States police officers are decently paid and yet 

they are still turning to police brutality.  



 
 
 

 

 Lastly, one thing both Brazil and the United States had in common was the topic of 

accountability. In many ways accountability is a contributing factor for police brutality. This was 

seen in the United States through the blue code of silence and through Brazil with the torture 

killings and improper investigations. If both Brazil and the United States held police officers 

accountable for acts of police brutality, then it could result in a decrease of brutalization’s. In 

both places, the research found that police are never truly held accountable for their actions. This 

was seen in Brazil with Dr. Spears account with police brutality when they did not conduct an 

investigation into what happened to the young boy that was killed from the slums (and threw him 

away like trash). The police officers that threw him away like trash are likely still police officers 

today or likely got to serve until retirement. In the United States, we see this through the case of 

Elijah McClain, Trayvon Martin, Breonna Taylor, and many others when the court dismisses the 

violence that happened to them. Until officer accountability comes into play police brutality will 

remain an issue in both places.  

Conclusion 

 The point of this research paper was to find out the contributing factors of police brutality 

in the United States and Brazil. One thing that should considered for future research is how 

media portrayal of the police in Brazil affect police brutality. The United States media portrayal 

of police officers play a huge role in the perception of police. Before completing this research, as 

a United States citizen, I believed that the United States was the worst place in the world for 

police brutality due to the media we are provided. It would be interesting to see research done on 

the media effects on Brazil’s police. After, having completed this research it changed my opinion 

on police in the United States and America. I was able to find out that the United States is not the 



 
 
 

 

worst country in the world for police brutality. I was also, able to find out so much on a country I 

knew little about before having picked up this research. Brazil also, does not have the worst 

police system. However, both could be reformed to make it a safer place for both the citizens and 

the police force. This can only be done through taking some of the policy implications provided 

in this paper into consideration when trying to pinpoint what needs to be reformed.  
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Abstract 

LGBT individuals have had a history of not seeing themselves portrayed in media for decades, 

and when they do it’s usually a negative portrayal. This alternative to thesis showcases a more positive 

portrayal of LGBT individuals while giving realistic representation. The research aspect of this text 

highlights the history of LGBT representation in media and the laws surrounding their inclusion. Also 

presented are the first six chapters of the novel that showcase what it’s like to be an LGBT young adult in 

modern times. The main goal is to provide a story that gives readers a chance to see themselves without 

feeling like they have to hate themselves. 

Keywords: LGBT, college, representation, novel 
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Writing a Novel with Positive LGBT Representation 

Part A: Bury Your Gays 

Writing a novel following a gay protagonist who ends up fulfilling his desires and receiving the 

happiness he longs for is retaliation to the mistreatment of LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and 

Transgender) characters and storylines in literature. With the history of discrimination and criminalization 

of homosexuals and homosexual acts, the discrimination and criminalization influenced the way literature 

was written about same-sex couples and homosexual characters. 

When LGBT literature started emerging in the United States in the late 20th century, society’s view 

on homosexuals impacted the stories being told. At the time, the United States had similar laws to the 

United Kingdom’s Criminal Amendment Act of 1885, which outlawed “committing acts of gross indecency 

with male persons”. Thus, any author who included positive portrayals of homosexuality in their work could 

result in an author being accused of “endorsing” homosexuality. The punishment for their crime of 

indecency could include being thrown in jail or fined, having their work pulped and career destroyed, and 

often their publishing house being put under investigation or even closed (Hulan). Therefore, the trope Bury 

Your Gays became apparent in literature. Bury Your Gays is when same-sex couples and homosexual 

individuals would finish their stories in death. Typically, one of the lovers would die. If neither lover dies, 

the couple wouldn’t be together by the end of the story. 

Examples of Bury Your Gays include John Donovan’s novel I’ll Get There. It Better Be Worth The 

Trip (1969), which is considered the first young adult novel with homosexual content (Cart). In Donovan’s 

novel, Davy Ross, a lonely boy, becomes close friends with a male classmate, Douglas, at his new school. 

Davy and Douglas’s relationship turns sexual, which upsets his mother. When Davy’s dog dies, he starts 

thinking that homosexuality is wrong because of his mother’s reaction and believes that his dog’s death is 

punishment for his acts with Douglas (Donovan). Lillian Hellman’s play The Children’s Hour (1934) 

centers around a lie that is told by a student about her headmistresses and teachers, Martha and Karen, that 



 

 

the two women are in a lesbian relationship. The rumor spreads and everyone believes they are lovers, 

resulting in a court case to prove it false, but they lose. In the end, Martha admits that she has been in love 

with Karen, but Karen dismisses it and says that they have never had feelings. Martha commits suicide that 

night (Hellman). These two stories provide the message that being homosexual is wrong and that death and 

despair are all there is for homosexuals. 

One novel that treated homosexuals poorly not only in writing but also in real life is The Picture of 

Dorian Gray (1890) by Oscar Wilde. The novel revolves around Dorian Gray making a Faustian bargain 

to stay youthful by having a portrait of himself be the one that ages. During the novel, Basil, the artist, has 

sexual tension for Dorian, and Dorian showed interest. Over the course of the story, Dorian faces the 

consequences of his bargain and turns villainous when he murders Basil. The story ends with Dorian’s 

death when he stabs the portrait. When Dorian stabs the portrait, it breaks the bargain he made and causes 

the portrait to revert to its original state. As a result, it causes Dorian to die (Wilde). 

The story has numerous homosexual allusions, a lot of which were censored when it was originally 

published for being too “vulgar” and “unclean” (Flood). Using the published version of the novel, it was 

used against Wilde in court when he was on trial for sodomy and homosexuality. The first trial ended with 

the jury being unable to come to a verdict. After a retrial, Wilde was convicted to two years of hard labor 

(History). 

Although being homosexual and same-sex acts are no longer illegal in the United States as of 2003 

(Urofsky), the effects still impact LGBT people and media. The negative portrayal of homosexuals in 

literature can make LGBT people believe that it’s still wrong to be LGBT, even though it is legal. Sarah C. 

Gomillion and Tracy A. Giuliano’s 2011 study, “The Influence of Media Role Models on Gay, Lesbian, 

and Bisexual Identity,” concluded that there is a direct link between media representation of the LGBT 

community and a majority of individuals’ process of self-acceptance and self-actualization as queer people 

(Hulan). Therefore, the more negative representation there is, the more LGBT people are inclined to believe 



 

 

that they are not accepted by society. With more negative representation, it’s more challenging for LGBT 

people to accept themselves because they are presented with content that enforces the mindset that being 

homosexual comes with consequences. 

Writing about a gay character that achieves their goals without facing the impacts of homophobia 

or experiencing the setbacks that LGBT typically face is important to the message that I want to send. How 

LGBT characters have been written in the past, writing one that experiences a more positive journey allows 

LGBT readers, especially younger readers, a chance to see themselves in a light that doesn’t fade into 

darkness. It allows them to believe that being LGBT is normal and that there isn’t anything wrong with 

being who they are. Also, having stories about LGBT people that showcase more than their identity makes 

the characters have more depth and makes them feel more real, which helps the readers feel more connected 

with them. Releasing positive portrayals will also change society’s view of LGBT people to be less 

judgmental and will decrease the stigma and stereotypes surrounding LGBT people. 

  

Part B: Influences 

The Sunflower Search, which is the novel I wrote, is meant to give young LGBT readers a portrayal 

of an LGBT person going through a positive journey. The story follows TK, a gay boy, entering college. 

He comes from a broken home life and struggles to adapt to his new setting because he doesn’t know what 

it’s like to break free from what he knows. With the help of his new friends, he is able to embrace the world 

and achieve what he sets his mind to. For some of the aspects in the story, the influences of John Cheever, 

Mike McClelland, and Alan Hollinghurst made their way into the writing process and concept design. 

A major focal point in the story is family. Throughout his journey, TK keeps bringing up his family 

and starts contemplating if they were good or bad. John Cheever’s “Goodbye, My Brother” (1951) explores 

a family’s broken dynamic as two brothers contemplate their relationship. The brothers are opposites, with 



 

 

Lawrence feeling like an outcast in the family. The end of the short story has Lawrence leaving the family 

vacation. The reason is because his brother attempted to kill him, which is one of the darkest moments in 

the story. The line is: “I swung the root, heavy with sea water, behind me, and the momentum sped my arm 

and I gave him, my brother, a blow on the head that forced him to his knees on the sand, and I saw the blood 

come out and begin to darken his hair” (Cheever). This moment shows how strained their relationship is 

and how abuse makes someone distant. TK’s strained relationship with his brother is caused by the abuse 

his father caused. It caused TK to see their father in his brother, which made TK grow distant from his 

brother. 

An author that relates to my writing life is Mike McClelland. McClelland states, “I wasn’t seeing 

a lot of gay characters, particularly in the literary short fiction world. I was like, let me try and write as 

many different short stories about lesbian and gay characters as I can” (Duncan). McClelland and I started 

writing short stories featuring LGBT characters as a way of beginning our writing careers. McClelland’s 

short story “Bend Over Boyfriend” (2020) revolves around a gay couple going to a party and getting 

themselves into a situation that makes them question their decision. At the party, the guests play a game in 

which they share secrets, but some of the secrets make the narrator see another side of their associates that 

he doesn’t agree with. Some of the secrets seem to shake the narrator’s relationship (McClelland). At the 

beginning of The Sunflower Search, TK’s worried that people finding out about his sexuality would turn 

them against him because of how he was treated in his past. Not only that, but he’s also worried that once 

his potential friends learn about his father’s racist and sexist side it could be used against him and damage 

their relationship. 

Alan Hollinghurst is an author that inspired me and has been an influence on my writings. He is a 

gay author, which resulted in his novels including major themes and plotlines of homosexuality. His novel 

The Swimming-Pool Library taught me how to write sexual and sensual scenes without being vulgar and 

excessive. The novel also made me think about my writing style and what I like to write about. On writing, 

Hollinghurst stated that he had “an old-fashioned sense that novels are really about young people; they are 



 

 

about how people find themselves and become themselves” (Clark). That statement is accurate to how I 

write because I usually write about young people, specifically gay boys, and how they learn to overcome 

their personal issues and come to accept themselves and the world around them. In The Sunflower Search, 

TK sets out on a journey to find himself once he is placed in a new environment and starts questioning his 

past. 

“Sharps and Flats” (1993) by Hollinghurst is about a young boy’s fascination with an older boy in 

his neighborhood. The young boy makes up reasons as to why they could never be together. The boy 

attempts at a friendship with him and the two hit it off. However, the younger boy believes he has made the 

other mad, which he feels any chance at them is gone (Hollinghurst). This story, along with Hollinghurst’s 

other pieces, has details of sexual nature without trying to be overly sexual, which is shown in the lines “He 

was wearing a Cream on Tour T-shirt and tight, high-waisted shiny brown trousers with generous flares. 

You could see the stub of his cock very clearly” (Hollinghurst). A plot point introduced in The Sunflower 

Search is TK falling for a classmate-turned-friend, Orion, but TK keeps telling himself that Orion is straight 

and there’s no use in pursuing his feelings. Throughout their developing friendship, TK’s feelings get too 

hard to handle and he puts this pressure on himself and gets in his head that he will never be able to be with 

who he wants. TK also references the appearances of other males in a manner that doesn’t sexualize them 

or is too overt. 

Another author that holds a place in my influences and that I can relate to is Carlo Collodi. Collodi 

started his writing career by translating fairytales into his native language of Italian (Pfeffinger). After some 

time, he started writing his own original stories. One of his most well-known works is The Adventures of 

Pinocchio. The story revolves around a wooden boy named Pinocchio and how he wants to become a real 

boy, with his goal beginning with his line “I’m sick of always being a puppet! It’s about time I became a 

real man, like other people!” (Collodi). Pinocchio’s journey is similar to TK’s because TK wishes to live a 

“normal” life and fit in with others because he knows what it’s like to be considered different. 



 

 

Learning about Collodi’s beginning made me lose the embarrassment I had about my writing and 

how I started my career. My writing career started with me writing fanfiction, which could be an alternative 

way of translating. Writing fanfiction is similar to translating in the sense that both take a source material 

and the author does some rewrites to adapt it to a different audience. After some time writing fanfiction, I 

delved into writing original material. 

The tone of The Sunflower Search is an area that sets it apart from similar works because it 

combines both the seriousness of the themes with being executed like a youthful tale through the perspective 

of a naïve narrator. Helping with achieving this was the show Power Rangers Lost Galaxy (1999). Although 

the show is classified as a children’s show, the series touches on serious themes and topics while making it 

understandable to a younger audience. My novel is targeted towards young adults, so it does handle the 

issues in an understandable way, while also not backing away from the gravity of what’s being discussed. 

Lost Galaxy was the first season in the franchise to start off with a new cast and, relatively, their 

own story. Despite its stand-alone story, there were several ties to previous seasons, which made this season 

feel as though it has to find its own place in the franchise. It had to be its own story while overcoming and 

dealing with the past (Saban). TK must deal with his past as he moves forward with his life. He learns to 

create a new life for himself with the help of his new friends as he overcomes what came before. 

The themes and plotlines that Lost Galaxy deals with influenced TK’s journey. One of the earlier 

moments in the show saw the character Maya, who was from another planet, dealing with adapting to the 

new society she was placed in. She didn’t know the customs because her planet didn’t share the same ones. 

We also saw Kai, who came from a military background, having internal struggles when it came to what 

was right. He grew up following orders and not asking questions, but he learned that rules and orders were 

meant to be broken and questioned when the fate of the world was at stake (Saban). These two story arcs 

relate to how being brought up can cause struggles when placed in a new environment, which is similar to 

college. TK grew up thinking that life was supposed to be one thing because that was what he was raised 



 

 

to believe. When he enters college, he starts learning that things are different and that it’s okay to venture 

away from what you already know if it’s for a better cause. He adapts and realizes that breaking free can 

be rewarding. He grew up thinking that being gay was wrong, but once he met people who accept him, he 

embraces the notion to move forward with his life. 

Going back to family, brotherhood in the series was what influenced TK’s journey with his 

relationship with his brother. In the show, Leo saw Mike, his older brother, to be better. What made Leo 

feel bad was having to fulfill the duties as the red ranger because Mike, who was originally chosen to be 

the leader, fell to his apparent death and passed the powers to Leo. When Mike was revealed to be alive, 

Leo started having second thoughts of his possession of the powers, believing Mike to be the rightful owner. 

In the end, the two brothers were both rangers on the team (Saban). The dynamic of the younger sibling not 

being able to live up to their older sibling finds its way to TK when he thinks that his older brother is their 

parent’s favorite and that he won’t be able to be as good as him. It’s not until TK starts thinking about his 

brother from a different perspective that makes him realize that he shouldn’t hold anything against him. 

When TK reconnects with his brother, the two start forming a bond that they should have had but lost when 

their father put a strain on their relationship. 

Past trauma shakes up TK when he’s trying to move on and be the new him. When a guy who has 

hurt him reappears, he panics and thinks that things will go back and he’ll lose the progress he has made in 

his journey. Later on, when TK is trying to be intimate with his boyfriend, he envisions the guy, which 

causes him to fight to get over his past. The influence this came from was when Karone thought that her 

past actions as a villain would be held against her, but when she joined as the new pink ranger, she learned 

that she was no longer who she was. However, she later had to, literally, fight with her past self because 

she was brought to a place where her villainous actions were costing her team from receiving a new power. 

She defeated her past self and didn’t have to worry about it again (Saban). 

Dealing with pain from the past and how it can halt your progress moving forward is the overall 



 

 

message my story is trying to convey. TK is frequently haunted by memories of his past that it causes him 

to think about the possibility of him progressing in his life. Eventually, TK manages to overcome the 

obstacles of his past and makes a way to the future that he desires. Writing a story with a happy ending and 

positive treatment is one step forward in the right direction of changing the view of LGBT people. It’ll 

make people see that LGBT people deserve to be equals and aren’t something bad. It’ll give LGBT people 

a chance to see themselves portrayed in a way that won’t make them feel ashamed. It’ll allow LGBT people 

to have hope that it’ll spark a change in the world. It’ll give LGBT people a reason to accept themselves. 
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Appendix A 

1. Orientation 

The sun is hot as hell. My life is hell. Just everything is hell, including this car ride with my parents. 

The dull colors passing by aren’t making this experience any more desirable. My body can’t go any deeper 

into the seat without feeling as though I’m sinking into the car and being lost like the collection of crumbs 

and lint under the cushions. Maybe that wouldn’t be the worst thing to happen. The realization of the 

possibility of my father enjoying my disappearance was enough for me to adjust myself to sit straight and 

pull myself out of the indent I made in the seat. He has spent my life making me feel as much pain as 

possible, making it clear that he doesn’t love me. Now that I’m moving to college, I’m making my way to 

finally leaving myself from my family. 

I’ve been wanting to leave my family since I was little. They have been a continuous cycle of 

cruelty, especially my father. Even now, he’s driving down the road with one hand on the wheel and the 

other on my mother’s leg, but with a tight grip on her as if he’s trying to make sure she doesn’t slip away. 

My mother looks paralyzed as she stares straight forward. She’s wearing extra makeup today to cover up 

the fresh bruises from this morning that I saw father give her. Her white dress compliments her rosy cheeks. 

She’s a porcelain doll, which is how she’s treated since my father enjoys showing her off and making her 

into a display.  

As my mother looks out the window, I notice her posture is well-kept. She sits straight up but has 

a defensive nature. It makes sense. I’ve seen the way our father treats her, even though she wants to believe 

Brighton and I don’t notice. I’ve seen the slaps when our father gets too angry; the shoves, the punches, 

everything. I never spoke up about any of it, mainly out of fear that he would take his anger out on me, and 

I didn’t want any more of his abuse than what he already gave me. However, I do often think about why 

she hasn’t left. The closest that I can figure out is that she’s going through it for us, for me and Brighton. 

That she knows that if she leaves, he’ll take his rage out on me even more. She wants to be our shield.  



 

 

My father’s wearing a three-piece suit with a Rolex watch. His body almost rips out of the suit 

because of how buff he is. I have always disliked him for this, for the way he presents himself. I know he’s 

putting on a show to impress others, that’s what he’s all about. That’s why he likes to control my life, to 

make himself look better. Coming from a small town in Georgia doesn’t help. Everyone knows everyone, 

and it’s one big competition to see which family is the best. If the truth comes out about my family, then 

all hell will come. 

As he drives, he occasionally glares at me through the mirror. He catches me staring out my window 

with a tear rolling down my face. Not knowing what he would say or do, I grow tense.  

"Look, boy,” he says harshly. “Don't come crying like a little bitch to us after the first week. Man 

up and deal with it. You’re a Jones. Jones men never show weakness.”  

I’m a Jones. I’ve been hearing that throughout my life. I swear those are the first words my father 

said to me. It’s probably to make sure I know who I belong to.  

“Wipe that goddamn thing off your face. Brighton never did that shit.” 

Of course, he didn’t. He’s the perfect one. Brighton’s in Harvard’s law program, he has a gorgeous 

fiancée, and he has the top spot of our parent’s will. Brighton has never had to deal with father’s wrath. No 

one can blame him, he’s the only child our parents, or should I say our father, wanted. When I came along, 

father never bothered paying attention to me. He was too wrapped up in Brighton. Brighton always had to 

be the golden child for our father. I always saw him as a miniature version of our father, which made me 

fear him before I got the chance to bond with him as brothers should. 

I sigh as I grip the bottom of my shirt. It’s a little tight, but I resist pulling on it. I attempt to adjust 

my gut to make the shirt feel better, but it doesn’t work. I pull the shirt a little to get it to unstick from the 

front of my body, which father notices.  



 

 

“You better not ruin another shirt by stretching that one. I’m tired of wasting my money on clothes 

that you ruin or grow out of.  Learn to control yourself.” 

Mom gives him a look, but he ignores her. She then turns towards me with sympathetic eyes, but 

father speaks again. 

“And remember, you are not only representing yourself but also us. So don’t screw it up. Don’t 

wear those ragged hoodies that I know you snuck into your suitcase when we weren’t looking. And I better 

not find out about you doing any out-of-line shit here like what you do at home. You need to straighten up 

your act and be like how I’ve taught you.” 

He hasn’t taught me anything. Maybe his way of teaching is beating me whenever he doesn’t like 

something that I’m doing and expecting me to immediately change. 

“You’re on your own for the first time.” He sounds sort of happy that I’ll be gone and out of his 

life. “It’ll be good for you to stay down here for the year and not visit home. I heard visiting can make the 

child more likely to drop out due to comfort level, or something that science says.” 

He’s not trying to hide that he doesn’t want me around. 

“But I still expect you at the club for Thanksgiving. You better not disappoint me again.” 

“Fine,” I say tiredly because this isn’t anything new. When am I not a disappointment.  

“Hey,” he says sharply. I realize what I said, and I sort of regret it. “Don’t use that tone with me. 

Don’t start acting like you don’t have any respect.” 

“Sorry.” The word subtly escapes my lips. 

“What?” 

“Sorry, sir.” 



 

 

The remainder of the ride is silent. I continue staring out the window until we approach the entrance 

of Barlow University. The vibrant colors seem brighter than any light that I've seen around my family. The 

grass is a shade of lime that makes me question whether it’s real or if the grass back at home is ignored. 

Various animal species scurry across the land as they add life to the environment. The buildings themselves 

are a mixture of old and new architecture. Lots of students and parents are covering the campus, both in the 

form of tours and the process of moving the student in.  

Father parks in the parking lot of my dorm and I take out my belongings, which consists of my 

suitcase and a large box. I didn’t pack anything other than my clothes and bedroom belongings since I 

assume that my roommates have already moved in by now and have covered the shared items, like the 

kitchen supplies. Today’s the last move-in day, which I’ve chosen because it was the last spot open when I 

went to pick a time. 

On the way inside the dorm, father keeps a hand on my mom’s back, which seems like he’s putting 

pressure on her. Her fake smile is enough to fool the untrained eye. As we pass other families, father grins 

and nods at the other dads and pulls my mom closer. It’s a little creepy, but I’ve learned to keep my mouth 

shut by now. I also see my father checking out the girls on campus and giving semi-predatory glances. My 

mother doesn’t say or do anything because she knows the consequences.  

I carry all of my belongings up the stairs to the fourth floor. My father doesn’t allow me to use the 

elevator because, to him, real men aren’t lazy. By the time I reach the floor, I’m short of breath, but I try 

keeping myself together and not letting anyone notice. The fourth floor is themed after rainbows and all 

things pro-gay. Rainbows cover the walls, pictures of LGBT celebrities are on the front board, and the name 

tags on the doors are equal signs.  

I walk down the hall while tightly clutching the box that I am carrying in my right hand and the 

suitcase that I’m rolling with my left. I can feel my father giving a disgusted face at everything that’s on 

this floor. I grow tense as I think that I should have chosen a different floor. The campus should’ve told us 



 

 

the floor themes before deciding on a living space. They don’t know about me, the real me, and this could 

be the end if I slip up and say something that I’ll regret. 

As we walk forward, a woman wearing a red shirt and khakis steps in front of us. I see that her 

name tag says “Jennie” and that she's a residential advisor. 

“Hello,” Jennie says while extending her hand. My father is hesitant as he accepts. I shake her hand 

next. “Welcome to your new home at Barlow University, one of Georgia’s finest universities! I’m Jennie, 

this floor’s residential advisor. If you ever have any questions or just want to chat, my room is the first one 

on the right once you get off at the elevator.” 

“I have a question,” my father says while clearing his throat. “What’s up with all this rainbow shit?” 

Jennie appears to be shocked at the language. She blinks rapidly. “Well, here at Barlow, we accept 

all ways of life and encourage diversity. Each floor in our dorms this semester is themed after different 

communities. This floor is the LGBT community. The other floors in this building are themed after other 

marginalized and oppressed communities.” 

Father huffs, which I assume is because he doesn’t believe that anyone is oppressed. He could have 

done it at the idea of his son being on the gay floor, but I can see him trying to hold in something that he 

wants to say. Before he gets the chance to say anything else, I thank Jennie and walk past her. 

I reach my room and notice only three name tags instead of four. I open the door and immediately 

place the box on the island. The room itself is decently sized. There’s a living room and a full kitchen. 

There are dishes in the sink, which makes me question if the dishwasher is broken. There are two bedrooms, 

one on the left and one on the right. 

I look at the living room area and see a guy and a girl sitting on the couch. They are having an 

argument over which Spider-Man is better. 



 

 

“Tobey all the way,” the guy says. His light-brown complexion practically shines from the sun 

coming from the window. “He’s the original.” 

The girl shakes her head. Her curly hair flows beautifully as the sun makes her brown skin glow. 

“Nah, you’re wrong, like always. It’s Tom.” 

“You’re only saying that because you think he’s cute.” 

“And what about it?” She places a hand on her hip. “You don’t think so?” 

The guy laughs and copies her posture, but with a little bit more sass. “Oh, I think he’s got some 

looks, but at least Tobey can produce his own web-shooters. He doesn’t have to fake anything.” 

“I don’t care whether it’s fake or organic, but all I know is Tom better shoot his webs at me.” 

They both start laughing. The guy then says, “I wish we can get a Miles Morales movie because 

it’s time we get some Latino representation in the live-action movies.” 

The girl nods. “You’ll have better luck back down in South America than here. Hollywood doesn’t 

know the words representation and diversity.”  

Father pulls me to the side. “Be careful with that one. Better yet, let me see if I can find you a 

different roommate.” 

I look at him in confusion. 

“You know,” he continues saying, “the Mexican.” 

My eyes widen. I don’t know what to respond with. Better yet, I do know but I can’t say it. The 

next thing I know is the guy getting up and coming towards us. The girl jumps over the couch and goes to 

stand next to the boy. I shiver as I keep an eye on my father. 

The guy extends his hand, but father refuses it. My mom takes it and shakes it, which results in a 

slight huff from my father.  



 

 

“I’m Leon,” the guy says. “I’ll be TK’s roommate.” 

“Good that he knows English. He’s in America now,” father says under his breath.  

The girl has the biggest smile on her face as she shakes my mom’s hand. “And I’m Layla, also 

TK’s roommate, but on that side of the space.” 

Mom looks confused. “How?” 

“A glitch in the system. By the time they noticed there were no empty rooms.” 

Layla walks into the kitchen and makes her something to drink. Father smirks and nudges me. 

"Looks like God is looking after you. Maybe you'll finally get a girlfriend. Don't blow it, that's her job. And 

don't let that one steal her from you." 

While not knowing what to say, I stand completely frozen in place. Just the fact that a person would 

say that is disgusting. 

Meanwhile, Leon notices the box I had placed on the counter. "Do you need help unpacking?" 

Father moves towards the door faster than I have ever seen him move. "His stuff is right there. Get 

to it. We’ll be going now.” 

Mom opens her mouth to say something, but father snaps his fingers. She turns towards the door 

but makes sure to give me one last look before the door closes. She’s on the verge of crying. I want to give 

her a hug, but the door slams shut.  

Seeing them leave me seems like the best moment of my life, but a piece of me worries about my 

mom. Now that both Brighton and I are at college, I don’t know what’ll happen with her. I’m finally free, 

but she’s not. 

Without spending too much time thinking about my parents, Leon and I carry my things into our 

shared room. I open the suitcase and begin putting my clothes in the drawers and the closet area that we 



 

 

share. As I unpack my clothes, I see his desk is full of trophies of the sports that he played in high school 

and various academic awards. Upon a closer look, I see a picture of him and a girl. They’re on a bench, 

he’s holding a guitar and she has a notebook.  

I watch him as he maneuvers around the room. I admit that he’s hot. His complexion with his 

cinnamon hair color and his certain charisma are great attributes that make him seem like a womanizer. I 

get a glimpse of how well his jeans fit him, but I quickly turn my attention back to unpacking. I’m not going 

to have those thoughts about him. There are boundaries. Besides, he’s not like me. 

Me. Overweight, nerdy, and lacking the skills needed for social interaction. Not the best 

combination when meeting new people for the first time. People take one look at me and say whatever they 

want because they think I don’t have feelings. They also have many assumptions about me, some of which 

are true. 

Leon takes out things from the box and places them on my desk. "So, you don't talk much do you?" 

I remain silent. I’m scared to say anything. He probably already thinks that I’m like my parents, 

which would just make things bad between us. Leon raises an eyebrow. "Is it English you don't understand? 

Hola nuevo amigo. Me llamo Leon. ¿Cómo estás?" 

His accent changes when he speaks Spanish. Since I started taking an interest in the language a few 

years ago, I’ve wanted to educate myself more than what simple high school classes would teach us. I’ve 

learned more about the language and more about the different cultures. His natural accent lets me know that 

he’s from Argentina.  

I can’t stay silent the whole year, but there’s so much that I want to say now that I’m free to say 

whatever without fear. "Hola, Leon. Estoy bien. Me llamo TK. Mil disculpas por la forma en que mis padres 

actuaron." 



 

 

Leon looks at me, his eyes flutter. He seems impressed which makes me smile. “Dang, chico. Didn’t 

know a little white boy could speak Spanish.” 

“I’m sorry,” I automatically say. I don’t know if I have messed up, or if he’ll get angry. I only said 

it to show that we had something in common, but I think I might have offended him. Last thing I need is 

my roommate angry at me. 

“There’s nothing to be sorry for. And don’t apologize for your parents, I’ve dealt with worse. 

Besides, I can tell you’re not like them. I can tell you’re something special.” 

He gives me a warm smile, causing me to feel warm inside. For the first time in forever, I have a 

big smile. Maybe he can be different from all the other guys. Maybe he and I can be friends. Friends. That’ll 

be a first. But that’s just a dream, something that’ll only happen in my mind.  

“What’s up with you and Layla?” 

“She can be a handful, but she’s amazing.” He pulls out my toiletry bag and walks to the bathroom. 

“She’ll always have your back. I’m kinda glad the system glitched. I wouldn’t want to be away from her 

for too long. We’ve known each other since high school, and now we get to be college roommates.” 

I give him a simple smile. He seems to care a lot about her by the way he sounds. He seems super 

sweet and unlike the others, which could all be a trick. He could be faking being friendly so that he can hurt 

me later. Stop. It’s a new school year and the start of a  new life for me. This is the time to try to be different. 

Ain’t that funny. Different. That’s all I know how to be, yet it has never worked out in my favor. 

I’ve always been the fat kid in a swarm of skinny students. I’ve always been the smart one in the class when 

the others couldn’t figure out how to use a calculator. And I’ve always been the boy who’s attracted to other 

boys when just about every male in my town is practically glued to their girlfriend’s lips. People have 

always called me out on my differences and used it as ammunition for their insults and assaults. Being 



 

 

different isn’t fun. Being different isn’t anything to be hopeful for. Being different is a pit of despair that 

never ends. 

When I get those thoughts out of my head, I see him pull out the picture from my box. Before he 

can see what the picture is of, I snatch it from him and place it in a drawer. 

I’m not ready for conversations about that picture. I’m not sure if I’m ready to speak about what 

happened. Memories of him start flooding my mind, which causes my hands to shake and my breathing to 

get hard. I sit on the bed and try calming down. I can’t get myself worked up about him now. Trying to 

think about happy memories, I can’t think of any moments other than when my father was on a business 

trip for a weekend. The shortest weekend ever. In the corner of my eye, I see Leon making a sympathetic 

face as he continues unpacking. 

When he finishes, he sits next to me. I move away from him. "Hey, you don't have to tell me 

anything you don't want to. I'll always be available to listen whenever you do want to talk. Hell, we have 

all year." 

I smile a little. "Thanks." 

"No problem, bro."  He attempts to put an arm over my shoulder, but I jump off the bed when his 

hand gets close to me. "It's alright. No touching." 

I stay standing in the middle of the room staring at him. Although I’m not the best at reading faces, 

his seems genuine, which is something that I’m not used to. I’m also not used to being called bro. I’ve 

always imagined what it would be like to be called that. But that requires being close to guys, which isn’t 

my best ability. Every attempt to become friends with the guys at my schools almost always ended in me 

getting laughed at or bullied. I gave up on having guy friends because I couldn’t handle the embarrassment 

and pain. Hearing Leon call me bro almost calms my nerves and gives me a sliver of hope, but I can’t let 

my guard down too easily. 



 

 

Before I can open my mouth, Layla runs into the room. "Guys, I just got the text. You know what 

that means?" 

Leon gets excited. "Let's get lit!" 

"You know it, baby!" 

Leon and Layla howl before Layla runs out. I point back and forth between the door and Leon. 

Now I’m confused as hell. 

Leon grabs his jacket. "If you're up to it, Layla and I kinda talked about going out to a club in the 

city when you arrived. It’s a super fun place where people can just drink, dance, and have fun.” 

I nod and grab my phone before he and I walk out of our bedroom. When we enter the living room, 

I see Layla doing a split on the kitchen counter as she eats an apple. 

Leon grabs his wallet. "I see your eating habits haven't changed much." 

"What can I say? You try being this level of awesomeness." 

"I don't think my junk would like me doing that." 

"Maybe I can help." 

They laugh as Layla jumps down and grabs her keychain. She takes my phone and adds her number. 

Leon then adds his. The two of them run out and make it a race to see who can reach the parking deck first. 

As I lock the door, my phone chimes. I look at it to see a text from Leon. It’s just some emojis of thumbs 

up and smiley faces. I stare at it and smile for a minute before Layla texts me saying that I need to hurry up 

so I can get the fake ID she made me. I make a confused face because I don’t know how she was able to do 

that.  

Before walking out, a call from Brighton appears on my phone. I stare at the screen as I let it ring 

in contemplation of answering. Something in me wants to answer, but I can’t bring myself to do it. I’m not 



 

 

ready for any conversation with him right now. Letting the call ring until it ends, I make my way to the 

others. 

We arrive at the club and get out of the car. Leon straightens his jacket as Layla adjusts her makeup. 

I watch them as they focus on their looks while I stand near the car and try not to be seen. 

"Girl," Leon starts saying, “how many times have I told you that you don't need makeup. It makes 

you look like an otter." 

"And I told you that that jacket makes you look like a pigeon," Layla comments back. 

“Don’t mock the leather, it’s how I get the girls.” 

“I’ll stop when it works.” 

The two laugh and high five. Leon looks at me and smiles. "TK, if you wanna borrow some clothes, 

I got some in my bag." 

"What's wrong with mine?" I ask. While I never have been one for nice or expensive clothes, I 

always thought I looked alright in what I like to wear. I think my simple shorts and polo shirt will be fine, 

even though I don’t feel fine. I hate dressing like this because it shows off my weight, but my father insisted 

I dress nice because I would be making first impressions at college with him around. Plus, I don’t think any 

of Leon’s clothes would fit me. 

Layla glances at Leon. "Should we tell him?" 

Leon nods. "He needs to know." 

"TK, you look like a lil' schoolboy who's waiting for their sippy cup at snack time. While I look 

like a whole snack.” 

I grin. "I'm good, thanks." 



 

 

We walk towards the entrance. There’s a long line that wraps around the building. When we 

approach the front door, Layla pulls us to the side. She starts making weird hand motions, which makes me 

think she already started drinking. 

"Layla, I have no idea what you're saying," Leon says as he checks the time. "Why can't we just go 

check in with the guard like usual?" 

"New meat at the door." 

"Go work your magic." 

"Bet." 

"I'll stay with TK."  Layla leaves and I look over at Leon. I start panicking because now I realize 

this might not be the best idea. However, I don’t want to say anything because I want to make a good 

impression. 

Layla adjusts her breasts and struts to the guard. She teases the people waiting in line and makes 

sure to shake what she has, even though it's not much. 

She stands in front of the guard, who just holds up his hand. "End of the line." 

Layla starts acting ditsy. "Oh, I'm sorry. I just got distracted by how handsome and strong you look. 

Your muscles are flexing my heart." 

"Miss, are you flirting with me?" 

"Is it working?" 

"End of the line." 

Layla huffs. The guard looks at his list. She grabs the guard's shoulder and makes him face her. She 

starts dancing sexy, well, her kind of sexy, on and around him. Some might call it cringey, but she calls it 

her signature. 



 

 

"Miss, what are-" 

"Hush, big boy." 

She continues with whatever she wants to call that. Leon and I come forward. Leon points at the 

guard. "Looks like he's very excited." 

Leon laughs a little at the guard. He has the best laugh that I’ve ever heard. Best because he’s not 

laughing at me, and it sounds pure. While crouching next to him, I can smell his cologne. It’s strawberry 

scented, and it suits him well since he seems like the sweetest person I’ve met. However, strawberries can 

always sour. 

The guard is sweating. "You got some moves." 

"So, what do you say?" 

"I say show me some ID." After showing him, he lets us in. 

When we make it inside the club, I am amazed that people would like it here. The entire place is 

only lit with lasers, and fog is covering most of the dance floor. The music is horrendously bad. It sounds 

as though nails on a chalkboard and squeaky shoes had a baby. I don’t see how anyone could dance to this. 

Couples are making out in the booths and girls are leading guys into the bathrooms. 

Layla starts dancing, if that’s what she calls dancing. Leon quickly heads towards the bar. I follow 

him and take a seat next to him. When the bartender comes to take our orders, Leon asks for a Screwdriver 

and a Grasshopper. I don’t know what to order since I’ve never drunk before, mainly because I was always 

scared of the repercussions. Leon looks at me and nods his head. I simply ask for some straight-up Vodka. 

When the bartender brings our drinks, I simply stare at mine. Leon begins his drink. "You liking 

college life so far?" 



 

 

Silence. Not because I didn’t have a response, but because I don’t know how to. I spent my life 

dreaming about leaving home and experiencing the real world. Now that I’m here, I don’t know what to 

feel. I think he and Layla seem like good people but looks have always been deceiving to me. One moment 

someone can be your friend, or so you think, but they then stab you in the back. 

"Is everything alright between you and your parents?" 

I look at him with a blank expression. I chug my Vodka and signal for another. "Tough." 

"Finally, an answer. And tough what?" 

The bartender gives me another drink, and I signal for more. "Let me have a few more drinks. I 

don’t know if I can do this sober." 

Thirty minutes later and I’m drunk as hell. The bar is full of empty shot glasses and cups. Layla is 

now sitting on the other side of me as she sips her strawberry margarita, while also eyeing the bartender.  

I take another shot. My eyes are watery and my voice starts cracking. "Y'all. My life sucks." 

Layla gulps her drink. "Oh. We're finally getting some emotion. So, I can stop guessing that you're 

an alien sent from space." 

"I'm so lost. I don't know where I am." 

"We're at the Lit Lasers Club." 

"Not like that. I'm lost like I don't know what to do with my life." 

Leon sips his sixth drink. "What do you mean?" 

"I'm scared." 

Layla pulls out her keychain. "I got some pepper spray right here. Just say who and I'll make it 

quick." 



 

 

"I can't explain it well. All I know is that I feel like I lost everything that I've ever known. I've spent 

the past twelve years going to school, doing the same routine, seeing the same people. I grew up with them, 

and even though I never got close to any of them, I still felt like they were all I had. Now we all went our 

separate ways. College is so different. I have to be an adult and do adult things, like making decisions on 

my own, and I can’t. I’m so used to people controlling everything that I do that I think I can’t function on 

my own. It's all more than what I'm used to handling and I can't handle the pressure. What if I mess up? 

What if I made the wrong decision about coming to college? I came here to get away from my father, but I 

don’t know if I can get away from all the pain he has caused. Hell, classes ain't even started yet and I'm 

already stressed as hell thinking that I may not even get through one semester. I want us to work. It’s just, 

ugh, I can’t think right now. I don’t want to talk anymore.” 

Leon places his empty glass on the table. He gives me a comforting glance. "Hey, everything's 

going to be alright. Layla and I are here, and we'll help. We're not just roommates, we're friends, or we’re 

trying to be. It isn’t okay to keep things bottled up. You need to express your feelings and let everything 

out. What’s that picture of? Can we begin there?" 

I stand and get all up in Leon's face. Just hearing him mention the picture is enough to rile me up. 

I don’t know if it was just that or all the alcohol in my system kicking in, but I’m ready to fight. "Don't you 

ever speak of him again! You don’t know anything!" 

“It’s alright,” Leon says. “Just calm down and we can talk about something else.” 

But I can’t calm down. This outburst has been building up for years. I don’t want to release it like 

this, but I feel like I have no choice. “No, we will not talk about something else! You know what we will 

talk about? How I feel! Because it’s something that I’ve never done before. I feel like I can’t be myself 

without someone judging me. I feel that I can’t love who I want to love without fearing getting hurt, 

especially from guys like you, Leon.” 



 

 

Leon looks at me in confusion, and as though he’s hurt. However, I keep going. “I feel like I’ve 

lost the one person that will ever be with me. That guy in the picture, he’s not just some guy. He was the 

only real friend that I thought I would have. Now he’s out of my life and that picture is the only thing I have 

to remember him by. And don’t you dare speak of him again, you know nothing about him! You know 

nothing about us!” 

“Damn,” Layla says while sipping her drink. “Yo, Leon. Is this how crazy I get after I drink four 

5-Hour Energy’s?” 

 I turn to Layla. “Don’t joke right now. I’m trying to share that I lost the one person that I was close 

to. He and I might never see each other again. Oh, and by the way, how did you make me a fake ID?” 

“When I saw that you were our roommate, I searched for your social media sites and found a good 

picture to make the ID. It wasn’t easy. You don’t really post that many pictures of yourself. It took a lot of 

photoshop to make it believable. I wanted to have it ready so we could do this when you arrived.” 

“Okay then,” I say before turning back to Leon and continuing. “He was my first friend. That’s 

what he said. What we had is complicated, I’m complicated. You wouldn’t understand how he made me 

feel, what he did to me. I’ll tell you, it’s not like that sweet little romance you could get with your dream 

girl. No, it’s tough shit.” 

I feel the room spinning and my vision gets blurry. I see Leon quickly get up and try to hold me. 

The next thing I know is passing out in Leon’s arms.  

I’m barely regaining consciousness when I feel Leon carrying me to the couch in our living room. 

He sits me on the right side as he sits center. He starts going to sleep as both my and Layla’s heads start 

falling. Our heads land on Leon’s chest.  

In the last few seconds of consciousness, I think about how college can be a whole new life for me. 

I think that the gay-themed floor might be a sign for me to finally come out. I think that Leon maybe isn’t 



 

 

like the guys from my small town. He seems more accepting and willing to be my friend for who I am. I 

think that Layla might be just the right mix of crazy and exciting to help me break out of my comfort zone. 

Maybe this year will be the year I figure out who I am without someone telling me what to be. As we all 

fall asleep and breathe in sync, I think that this year could be interesting as hell. 

Appendix B 

2. In His Image 

Groaning from the pain in my head, I wake up and find myself on the couch. My head is on the 

right side of Leon’s chest, which is the last thing I wanted to happen this year. Looking around, I notice my 

hand is resting on his crotch. Taking a second to take it all in, I realize that I might’ve made a mistake by 

drinking too much. Only been here for a day and I’m leaving a bad impression. I quickly get off the couch 

and head to the kitchen sink. Even though I know it’s not going to do anything, I still wash my hands 

because I don’t want my hands to have any essence of that.  

Seconds later, I hear the others waking up. Leon yawns and Layla perks up and fixes her hair. When 

Leon yawns again, Layla catches some of his breath and gags. She pushes him away from her, which causes 

him to retaliate by hugging her and repeatedly breathing on her. She laughs as she wriggles her way out of 

his embrace.  

The two continue messing around until they see me walking back into the living room. Their faces 

morph into concerned glances at the sight of my worried expression. I try not to look at Leon because I 

don’t want to start the day off with him potentially being mad at me. He probably thinks that I want him. 

He might not even want to continue being my roommate. He may not want to be my friend. Everything that 

I dreamt about may be out of the question.  

“I’m sorry,” I say to Leon. 

“What’s wrong?” he asks as he stretches his arms. “First day gotcha scared?” 



 

 

“I’d be scared if I woke up looking at your face every day,” Layla remarks. “You really need to 

learn some beauty techniques.” 

“I can’t improve what’s already perfect.” 

“You can’t be perfect if you don’t have anything to begin with.” 

They laugh as they start play fighting with each other with the cushions. I watch and my hands 

shake. Leon hops off the couch, runs behind it, and smacks the back of Layla’s head. Layla reciprocates by 

tossing another cushion at him. Scared to ask if this is normal behavior for friends, I retract to my room and 

begin packing my bag for my classes. 

As I’m gathering my textbooks, I can hear them running around in the living room. I move to take 

a closer look at Leon’s desk. Pictures of himself in various sports uniforms are scattered on top. There’s 

even a picture that appears to be from a prom. He and the girl are wearing crowns and kissing. I notice a 

group picture that looks like it’s at a party. Leon is in the center as he is surrounded by a group of guys. 

Each of them is holding a beer can and some are clearly drunk. Leon has his arm around the shoulders of 

the dude on his right and the guy is doing the same. Classic straight boy. Star athlete, prom king, gorgeous 

girlfriend, and a close group of bros. Everything that I’ll never have. 

Not too long later, Leon enters and walks to the closet area. He takes off his shirt and I see the cross 

necklace around his neck. I tense up fearing that he will have certain beliefs. My thoughts don’t lighten up 

when his muscles flex as he throws his shirt in his basket. I start getting tenser when he takes off his pants 

and he’s only in his boxer briefs. I immediately look away as I zip up my bag. 

“So,” Leon says, “what’s wrong? Hungover?” 

Remaining facing my bed to not look at him, I say, “I don’t know. It feels like a lot to handle.” 

“Don’t worry about it. Everything will be fine. Layla and I are here for you.” 



 

 

That’s what I’m worried about, that he won’t be there for me. Actions speak louder than words, 

and I have yet to see anything trustworthy about him. I don’t even remember most of what I did last night, 

but I’m sure he does. The only thing I remember is me yelling at the two of them. I’m sure he already has 

his mind made up about me. 

I hear the shower being turned on. Thinking that he’s away, I turn back to get my clothes for the 

day, but I find myself standing in shock when I see his naked body standing in the bathroom door frame. 

Thousands of thoughts come to mind, and I don’t know which one I would prefer. I don’t want to keep 

staring, but his body is captivating. 

“Yo, TK.” He shakes a bottle of shampoo and throws it in the trash can. “Can I borrow some of 

your shampoo? I ran out the other day.” 

“Yeah,” I quickly mutter while still processing everything going on. “You can use anything of 

mine.” 

“Thanks, bro. I owe you one.” 

He shuts the door, and I’m surprised that he didn’t make a scene about me seeing him like that. It’s 

like he doesn’t have a problem with people seeing his body. Granted, he’s probably used to it due to his 

history with sports, but it’s a sign. 

One thing I don’t get is why he would be comfortable around me. A lot of people can tell that I’m 

gay simply by the way I talk, act, or appear. I try not to make it obvious, but I guess people can see the 

signs. Sometimes I think about the possibility of my parents knowing. If they do know, they have never 

said anything. Some of the times that my father has hurt me could have been from him thinking about my 

sexuality, but I’ve never thought of it as just about that. I know he doesn’t love me. He probably can’t even 

think of a valid excuse other than I’m not up to his standards of what a son should be like. 



 

 

As for Leon, can he not tell? I didn’t get a thrill or anything from seeing him. I mean, I can admit 

that he’s an attractive guy and can see why girls would love him, especially since he has a lot going on. It 

isn’t the first time that a guy knowingly showed me himself, but it’s the first time that didn’t end up in me 

getting hurt in some type of way. Getting over that thought, I head to the closet area and change quickly 

into a hoodie and gym shorts because I’m feeling more self-conscious about my body. 

Walking back into the living room with my bag, I see Layla in the kitchen making a smoothie. 

She’s already dressed and is singing a song. Before I head out, I sit at the island. Layla pours us both a cup. 

I take a sip as she starts talking. 

“What do you think of Leon?” She raises an eyebrow and leans closer. 

“What makes you ask?” I grow a little nervous. 

She shrugs as she sips. “Do you like him?” 

“As in?” I ask while scared shitless.  

“Come on. Everybody likes him, he’s such an amazing guy.” 

“Do you like him? The way you two act seems questionable.” 

The look that she makes gives off sarcastic vibes. “Honey, if there was a sinking ship with one life 

jacket, I’ll be so sad to leave his ass behind as I swim off to safety. So, yeah, I like him. We’re tight.” 

I don’t know whether to laugh or be worried. “You two are friends? What about the way y’all talk 

to each other?” 

“The best friendships are built on inappropriateness, sarcasm, laughter, and the mutual hatred of 

the same people. And man, we both hate that bitch Regina.” 

“What’s wrong with Regina? And who’s Regina?” 



 

 

“Depends on which one we’re talking about given on how many personalities she has. She’s a liar, 

a cheater, a manipulator. She thinks she’s untouchable because of her family’s money. She’s stringing 

around Kyle and treating him like garbage, and he has no clue.” 

“Who’s Kyle?” 

“The guy that drove us home last night. He’s fun to be around, but we have to watch what we say 

and do. It’s complicated.” 

I can’t respond because my attention gets divided when Leon enters the room. He’s wearing a new 

pair of jeans with a towel over his shoulder, the cross necklace still on. He goes around and makes himself 

a cup of the remaining smoothie.  

“What are we talking about?” he asks. 

“You,” Layla replies. “I was trying to see how TK feels about you.” 

“I guess I came at the right time.” 

“It’ll be the first time you didn’t come too quickly.” 

I nearly choke again as they laugh. It amazes me how they can openly joke about those types of 

things and still consider each other as a friend. I think about making my own type of comment, but I hold 

back because I don’t think they would appreciate it. 

“So, how do you feel about me?” he asks with a grin as he leans over the counter and props his 

elbows on the counter. The necklace dangles and I can’t stop looking at it. 

That symbol has always been present, always been over me. Through all the lectures and sermons, 

I’ve grown to hate myself. I’ve grown to be afraid of what will happen if I get too close to the wrong people. 

Almost everyone that I’ve met with that symbol has always had something to say or do. 



 

 

When I was in high school, ninety percent of the boys had a variation of that cross necklace, and 

each of them had snarky remarks about me. Whenever I passed by one of them, they sneered at me and 

often called me a derogatory name. Moments of free time in class often ended up in me overhearing the 

guys talk about me and what they would do if I tried to do anything with them. 

A moment that I remember the most is the time when I made the mistake of asking a guy to be my 

lab partner for a chemistry assignment. He seemed totally disgusted and initially refused, but the teacher 

forced him because we were the last two people. He kept his distance as I did all the work. Some of his 

friends dared him to pour some chemicals on me, which he did without hesitation. I saw the outline of his 

necklace through his shirt as he threw the beaker at me. My hand burned for a week, and he was never 

punished.  

I remember the time my father hung up a cross in the living room. When he did, he made a huge 

speech announcing that we were to follow his orders and live by his rules, which I never agreed with. It’s 

not that I don’t believe in all that. I believe in some of those ideologies, but it’s just that most of the things 

that have been preached always left me feeling like I shouldn’t be alive or have made me question why 

people would agree with it. I was eight when I started disputing religion. When my father heard the things 

I was questioning, he took off his belt and beat me. His necklace flung around as he increased his speed. 

When I was twelve, Brighton brought home his own cross necklace that he bought at the mall. He 

didn’t make a big deal of it or say anything to me. I asked him why he got it, and he responded that his 

girlfriend wanted him to have it because it looked hot on him. He said he didn’t care too much about it, 

which made me feel a little closer to him. 

A moment that made me reevaluate my view of Brighton was when I walked in on him and his 

girlfriend. I needed to get a book from him that I needed for my upcoming ACT exam. I didn’t know she 

was over but should’ve known since our parents went out on a date. When I opened the door, they were 

naked, on his bed, and he was towering over her with his necklace dangling. Later that night, he took it off 



 

 

and threw it away. He mentioned that he couldn’t wear something that he didn’t fully agree with. He told 

me that if there was anything I wanted to talk about, he was always ready to listen. I didn’t know if he knew 

about me, but he had this look of sincerity. I should’ve told him, but I wasn’t ready. Plus, I was scared of 

him telling our father. 

I felt he didn’t take it too seriously, and that’s what I feel now with Leon. We went out drinking 

last night, which was the first time a guy tried bonding with me. Maybe his necklace isn’t over him, but it’s 

over me. I can’t get over all that I’ve been through because of what it means to me.  

Looking at Leon, I can see his face studying mine. He grows concerned at my lack of answering 

and my fearful expression. My mouth shutters and his eyes grow. 

“I gotta go,” I say as I storm out. 

After walking across campus to reach the building where my first class is held, I make a quick stop 

at the bathroom. I stand in front of the mirror and adjust my hair that got messed up due to the wind. Wetting 

it helps for the most part, but there’s always a little curl that decides to be a nuisance. That piece of my hair 

that refuses to settle down is frustrating me to the point that I want to rip it out, but I calm down and tell 

myself that it looks like some cool anime hair. I’m not kidding anyone. It looks stupid on me. 

A lot of things look stupid on me. Designer brands don’t come in my size, the fashionable and 

trendy outfits are out of my price range, and I genuinely feel more comfortable in baggy clothes because I 

think it helps hide my body, but it doesn’t seem to hide it from others. People don’t tend to comment on 

my clothes. They focus more on my weight and body type.  

A huff leaves my mouth as I prop my hands on the counter and look at myself. The image of my 

weighty body and my broad shoulders makes me wish that this mirror was defective. I want to turn to the 

side, but I know I won’t like what I’ll see. It’s like a mountain of weight that’s impossible to conquer.  



 

 

Remaining forward, I try narrowing my shoulders inwards as I suck in my stomach. My hands 

move to my waist as I attempted to cave them in to make a slimmer figure. All that this causes is a flurry 

of coughs from the pressure and lack of breathing. When I take my next breath, I run my hand over my 

chest with my head down. 

Not a day goes by where a person doesn’t “helpfully” remind me not to eat too much or say that I 

should start exercising. Their tips aren’t as useful as they think because they don’t know how hard I’ve 

tried, and I’m tired. Tired of spending hours a day working out without the number in the scale lowering. 

Tired of being out of breath from walking up too many flights of stairs. Tired of being reduced to nothing 

but a walking joke. 

Nothing recommended seems to work. I’ve resorted to taking drastic measures to lose the weight, 

which has shown some improvement, but it’s taking too long to make any real progress. Maybe it’s because 

I’m not dedicated to it enough. Or it could be because I’m not meant to look like all the other guys.  

This could be what my former pastor meant when he said that God had a plan for us. We could all 

have a road paved for us and there’s nothing we could do about it because it’s what God wants for us. 

Bullshit. Why would he want certain people to suffer and feel so much pain? We’re all made in his image, 

so he cares for us all. Bigger bullshit. I’m sure the Church wouldn’t like it if I said that God was a little gay 

because I am, nor would they like it if I tried to say he was overweight. They have this one image of him 

in their minds and it’s not going to change anytime soon. 

I’m not going to change anytime soon. I can’t change my sexuality, no matter how hard I’ve tried 

in the past. My weight is something that I can work on, but I doubt I’ll make the kind of difference that I 

want. Leon’s body is the type that I’ve seen most guys have, which is my dream body. A dream body since 

it’ll never manifest into reality. 

Stop it. I promised myself that things would be different in college. I promised no more hating 

myself. I promised to buckle down on my plan. Looking back into the mirror, I change my hopeless face 



 

 

and get serious. I lean closer until my nose is almost touching the glass. Staring deeply into my eyes, I think 

to myself that I will get that body. I turn to the stall, which is occupied. Damn. Don’t know how I didn’t 

notice until now. 

Trying to leave, I accidentally trip because of my shoelaces coming undone. My head hits the hand 

dryer and a loud clank rings through the room. The person in the stall comes out and I see he’s in athletic 

wear. When he approaches me, I gaze at the sight of what seems like an art student’s final project coming 

to life.  

His fitted muscle shirt gives me a full sight of his biceps and his slender, but muscular, chest. His 

legs and calves seem sturdier than my mental health. The bathroom lights shine upon his blond hair to give 

an illuminated illusion. His jawline looks sharper than any fine point Sharpie could outline. Compelling 

cyan-colored eyes take me into a sea of gemstones that I want to stare at for eternity. It might be that I’ve 

hit my head too hard, but something about him is filling me with what I’m assuming is the same kind of 

ecstasy that drugs bring people. I’ve never done drugs, but if this is the same feeling then I completely 

understand why people are addicted.  

I’m going to ignore that he hasn’t washed his hands yet as he extends his hand towards me. For a 

second, I forget that I’ve fallen. Taking his hand, he pulls me up as if I’m weightless. When I let go of his 

hand, he then washes them. 

Although I would normally flee after embarrassing myself, my mind is elsewhere. I prop myself 

against the edge of the counter as he dries his hands with some of the paper towels from the dispenser next 

to him.  

I cross my feet and hold the straps of my bag. “Sorry for making a fool of myself. You’re probably 

not used to seeing this kind of stuff.” 

His soft smile pairs well with his gentle head shake. “I have a younger brother, so I have experience 

with foolishness. No need to worry, TK.” 



 

 

I blink. If he’s psychic, then that would add to his level of attractiveness. “How do you know my 

name?” 

He points to the mirror. My bag’s reflection displays the embroidery of my name in green letters. 

“Does it stand for anything? What about your last name? Does it begin with an O, so your initials would be 

TKO? Ironic since it would mean a simple hand dryer got the upper hand.” 

His chuckle and smile make me ignore the possibility that he might’ve been making fun of me. 

Never have I ever been in the presence of a male where I wasn’t scared. Something within me suddenly 

bursts. 

“Metal is hard.” My goofy grin grants another chuckle from him. “Besides, I went easy on it. I let 

it win.” 

He nods in support. “Sure you did. I’m sure you would’ve let it have it if you were at your full 

potential.” 

“Absolutely. Nothing can beat the tremendous TK when I’m using my full force. Since I was at a 

disadvantage because of my shoelace, it wasn’t a fair fight anyway.” 

I try to bend to tie my shoe, but the pain in the back of my head starts increasing with my movement. 

I let out a faint screech and my face scrunches up. The guy sprints to get down on one knee. “Let me help.” 

“You don’t have to go down on me.” My face heats up and shifts to a ruby shading upon the 

embarrassment when my brain registers what came out of my mouth. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for it to 

come out like that.” 

He chuckles again. He finishes tying my shoe and pats my shoulder. “No need to apologize. I 

thought it was kinda funny.” 

“You think I’m funny? Are we sure I was the one who was hit in the head?” 



 

 

The wideness of his smile makes the butterflies in my stomach go frantic. “Man, I wish you could 

be my gym partner. Then maybe it wouldn’t be so boring.” 

“Gyms aren’t my thing.” Most of the happiness I was feeling flees my body. “But you don’t need 

to be told that. Is that why you’re dressed like this on the first day of classes?” 

“Yeah, I have a routine that I’d like to maintain. I plan on going after my class since it’s the only 

one I have today. If you have time, you can join me. I’ll be there until three.” 

The idea of working out scares me, however, spending more time with him isn’t something I can 

easily throw away. “I’ll see what I can do. My roommates might have already made plans without me 

knowing. They have a tendency to do that.” 

“Well, no matter what, you have a choice. Remember that.” 

A choice. I don’t think I remember a time in my life where I had to choose between something. 

Everything has felt like it was forced on me.  

As he’s opening the door, I stop him. “What’s your name? So, you know, I’m not meeting with a 

complete stranger in a place I’m unfamiliar with.” 

“Orion,” he says. 

“Like the lights of.” I know I shouldn’t be this excited to say something that he probably has no 

idea about. I see his face trying to process what I said. “Sorry for embarrassing myself again. Oops. Sorry 

for apologizing. Shit. I have a habit of apologizing too much. What I meant to say was that you have an 

interesting name, and I like it.” 

“Thanks. My parents are really into constellations and named their kids after them. My younger 

brother’s name is Draco, and they’re naming my upcoming sister Phoenix.” 



 

 

“That’s really cool. Well, Orion, I hope we get to see each other around. I’m finding stargazing to 

be a neat activity.” 

One last chuckle escapes his mouth as he leaves. The door hits his bag, and something thumps the 

ground. I ignore it because reality is settling back in. The atmosphere suddenly feels cold and empty. When 

I look back to the mirror, I shake my head at the pathetic sight. There’s no way someone like Orion could 

be like me, so I don’t know why I was trying too hard or why I felt like something could happen. Even if I 

were to go to the gym with him and change my body to be more like his, the barricade of sexuality would 

still be in the way.  

Looking at the floor to see what fell, I notice a water bottle. Picking it up, I admire its design, which 

looks like it was made by a child. It’s covered in glittery stars and footballs. It’s cute, which suits Orion.  

Orion. I quickly leave the bathroom and hope he’s not far, but all I see is an empty hallway. With 

the bottle in my hands, I take this as a sign that I might have to go to the gym. 

Walking into my first class of the day, the room is decently sized. There are three columns each 

consisting of five tables, with each table being able to seat two people. I notice that there are only two other 

students so far. A boy at the top right table and a girl at the top left table. Even though I don’t want to be 

next to them, I take the center table. Perks of being early is that there are plenty of seats to choose from. 

However, I can only be in the front since it helps with seeing the board. In a classroom, I often have trouble 

reading what’s on the board if I’m too far back. 

I look over at the boy and I see that he’s coloring in a coloring book with a pack of crayons. He’s 

dressed in overalls and wearing a Transformers beanie. He swings his feet as he hums a song. His backpack 

is on the floor by his chair. It’s a dark blue color with dinosaur prints. In the center of it is what I’m assuming 

to be his name. He must be Kyle. Just by looking at him, I can tell something is off. He seems too gentle 

and sweet-spirited. It’s as if he doesn’t have a care in the world. Almost like a child. 



 

 

Now to my left, I see the girl with various notebooks open with pencils and highlighters spread out, 

practically taking up the entire table. She sits straight up, keeping proper posture as she twirls a piece of her 

shoulder-length strawberry blonde hair. I lean over just a bit and squint my eyes hard to see if I could find 

her name on one of her pieces of paper. 

“Hello,” she says. Her tone is soft and polite as if she’s trying too hard to be formal. I return to my 

normal position and try not to look at her. “What’s your name?” 

“I’m TK.” 

“My name’s Bubbles. Nice to meet you.” She goes back to arranging her area as more students 

walk in.  

Two boys enter together and take the back table, but my focus goes straight to one of them. It’s 

Orion. How could the universe give me a class with the star of my affection? The universe must want me 

to suffer more by pining over a guy so much that I’ll get distracted and let my grades slip. That won’t 

happen. I won’t let it happen. Nothing can interfere with me and my grades. The belt of the universe won’t 

come down and hurt my chances of bettering my education to get a better life. But a little fun once in a 

while shouldn’t be too bad. 

The other boy is dressed as though he blows through his daddy’s credit card whenever he gets 

bored. He’s wearing a cashmere sweater, ripped jeans, and Louboutin sneakers. Something about him gives 

off major douchebag vibes. It could be because of his smug face and grin that looks like he’s trying too 

hard to be taken seriously, or the way he’s walking might be his attempt to assert his dominance. His 

presence screams that he’s overcompensating for something.  

A girl comes in and she alludes to confidence and power. Her outfit looks like something a pop star 

would wear. She stays on her phone as she takes a seat in the middle of the room. The boy in expensive 

clothes makes too much noise at her, which seems like a failed flirtation method, and it’s clearly annoying 

the girl. Orion tries to scold him, but a stern look from the other boy makes him look down. 



 

 

The next person to come through the door is who I’m assuming to be the professor. She’s wearing 

a nice blouse and skirt. She boots up the computer on the podium in the corner and then she passes out 

some papers. 

“Good morning, class,” she says. “I’m Professor Terra. Welcome to English 1101.” 

“Damn,” the boy in expensive clothes says. “We got lucky this year.” 

The girl in pop star clothes turns to them. “Will you cut it out? It’s only been ten seconds, and 

you’re already getting on my last nerve.” 

“And maybe you can get on something of mine.” 

Orion looks at him and gives a disgusted and painful look, but it doesn’t seem to do anything. Even 

though he seems like he wants to, he doesn’t say anything. I would say something but I’m afraid that I 

might be interfering with something that I’m not supposed to be involved with. 

“Somebody better hold me back. This little boy isn’t going to make it.” 

“There’s nothing little about me.” The inflection and crack in his voice let me know that he is 

overcompensating. 

Before either of them can move, Professor Terra marches over to the boy. “Listen, I’m generally a 

laid-back professor, but that kind of talk will not be accepted in my classroom. This is a warning. One more 

time and I’ll lower your grade by a letter grade. Clear?” 

He doesn’t properly respond. He just huffs and crosses his arms as he leans back in his seat. The 

professor looks at Orion, who stays silent as the boy gives him a glaring expression. 

As the professor goes back to the front, I see Kyle on his phone texting. He seems stressed and 

scared. He taps his feet on the ground, and that seems to calm him down a bit. He looks around and his eyes 

land on me. I look down at the syllabus that the professor handed out.  



 

 

“TK,” Kyle says. “Hey.” 

I don’t say anything, I just wave at him. I’m not scared like I am around Leon, but I’m still careful.  

He waves back enthusiastically. “Are you good with girls?” 

“What?” I say softly. 

“Regina is mad. I don’t know why.” 

“Boys,” Professor Terra says as she takes the center spot in the front of the room. “I’m glad you’re 

getting along unlike others, but I’m about to go over the first assignment.” 

“Sorry,” Kyle says as he keeps his head down. He seems disappointed that he got called out. 

Professor Terra starts the presentation as she begins speaking. “The first assignment is to write a 

short three-page report on who you are as a person and what your goals are.” 

“Three pages,” the annoying boy says. “That’s not short.” 

“It’s the shortest piece that you’ll write this semester.” 

As time passes, I take notes and try to ignore the comments the boys in the back make. I finally 

learn their names. Expensive clothes is Ricky and the other girl is Sora. Apparently, she is dating Orion, 

which crushes my spirit and solidifies that any potential I might have with him will stay in my fantasies. 

Ricky seems like the typical high schooler that doesn’t want to adapt to a new environment. He’s 

still acting like the high school bad boy and thinks he can get away with the same stuff. Throughout class, 

I see him giving Orion orders and acting as though he owns him. 

I can sense that Orion is putting on a show. He’s making similar comments as Ricky, but with less 

passion. Being a former high school actor, I can tell bad acting, and Orion is raising all the flags. I can’t tell 

what he’s trying to prove or hide, and I can’t tell whether I can get close to him, but I know I can’t say 

anything when he’s with Ricky.  



 

 

When class ends, I tap Orion’s shoulder as he is about to walk out. Ricky grunts, but Sora pushes 

him out of the room. I awkwardly smile and say, “The two of them seem to be a great pair.” 

“Yeah,” he replies. He doesn’t seem to want to smile. “The three of us have known each other since 

elementary school. He’s so annoying, but I have to stick with him.” 

Without wanting more information about them at the moment, I pull out his water bottle from my 

bag. His face lights up when he sees it. “You dropped this in the bathroom.” 

Handing it to him, our fingers touch during the transfer. I want to enjoy the sensation. However, 

knowing he’s dating Sora prevents me from enjoying the moment. “You’re amazing! I was going crazy 

thinking that I had lost it. My little brother made it for me, and it would’ve crushed him if he knew I wasn’t 

responsible enough to keep up with it.” 

 Seeing that he cares so much for his brother warms my heart to the point of it overheating. It makes 

him even more attractive. “I’m glad I was able to return it. I know what it’s like to have an older brother 

that’s disappointed in me.” 

Thinking about Brighton worsens how I’m feeling. My face drops and the soul-crushing spirit 

enters my body. Whenever I think about my brother, all I can picture is our father. I’m always thinking he’s 

upset with me and that I’ve done something wrong. Although he hasn’t hurt me like father, I’m always on 

the defense in case he tries something. 

“You don’t have a close relationship with your brother?” he asks sincerely. He then shakes his 

head. “Sorry for asking. If it’s too personal, you don’t have to say anything.” 

“It’s fine.” I try to keep whatever pain that’s in my head from reaching my voice. “It’s sort of a 

complicated story. I never wanted to get close with him, but maybe that was a bad decision. Then again, 

when do I ever make the right decision on something?” 



 

 

“Don’t be hard on yourself. Maybe if you think of all the things he has done for you throughout the 

years then your perspective could change. Maybe he isn’t as bad as you think. Besides, there’s still time to 

change the situation.” 

“Yeah, but I don’t know when we’ll even have the time to patch things up. He’s all the way up in 

Massachusetts and I think he’s going to stay up there. The best we can do is handle things virtually.” 

“That’s better than nothing.” 

“I guess so.” 

He places a comforting hand on my shoulder. I don’t feel the need to flinch. “Although we don’t 

know each other that well, you can come talk to me any time and about anything.” 

“Thanks, but there’s nothing to talk about now.” I walk out of the room without giving him another 

look. 

I walk out of the building and make my way down the stairs. Kyle sees me and runs up to my side. 

“Wait a minute,” He’s holding onto the straps of his bag and is twiddling his fingers. He rocks back 

and forth. 

“You need something?” I ask softly. It’s easier talking to him than it is with Leon. 

“I know we only met yesterday when I drove you home, and today wasn't kinda a formal meeting. 

We may not be friends all the way, and I hope we can be, but-” 

“What are you getting at?” I don’t mean to come off as rude, but he needs to get to the point instead 

of dragging it out. 

“If it’s not too much trouble, I need you to write this paper for me.” 

“I don't see how since it's a personal paper, and I don't know you.” 



 

 

“Pretty please? I would ask Orion, but he seems like he’s in trouble with Sora. I saw her yelling at 

him when he came out.” 

“Orion? Why would he help you?” 

“He’s my bestest friend. Since high school.” The way his face lights up is like pure childhood glee. 

“Really?” 

“He’s really nice. Anyway, can you please do it? I need you.” 

“I would love to help you, but I don’t want to get in trouble.” 

At the mention of trouble, he gets upset. He starts rapidly shaking his head. “I don’t want to get in 

trouble, but I need help. Orion can even help us later. We all can be friends.” 

Hearing him say that makes me think of multiple scenarios. One would be a perfect world where I 

could have guy friends and we could do everything I hear about. The other would be my potential reality 

where they would hurt me the first chance that they get. Although it would be nice getting closer with Orion, 

I don’t want it to be from cheating on an assignment.  

“I’ll think about it,” I tell him as I walk off. I make a quick glance back at him and I see him getting 

sad and sulking away. I almost feel bad for hurting his feelings. 

On my way across campus, I pull out my phone and pull up my contacts. There aren’t that many 

since I rarely have to get in contact with anyone. The only numbers that I have saved are my mom’s, 

Brighton’s, my local GameStop’s, and Leon and Layla’s. It’s easy to find Brighton’s number since all my 

contacts fit on the screen and I don’t have to scroll. Clicking on Brighton’s name, I stare at the screen before 

making my finger glide to the call button. 



 

 

Before I can call him, I run into Layla. She’s squatting behind a bush as she’s looking as though 

she’s spying on someone. Before I can tap her shoulder to get her attention, she spots me and pulls me down 

next to her.  

“What’s going on?” I ask while brushing some leaves off me. 

“That,” she says as she points to a group of three girls standing outside the coffee shop attached to 

the library. 

The girls are wearing coordinating outfits, but it’s made clear that the one in the middle is the one 

in charge. She’s sipping on a Starbucks drink, although the coffee shop on campus is more convenient and 

cheaper. The other two seem like her servants as they’re trying their best to make sure she is happy. The 

main one radiates queen bitch energy. Even her walk is like a supermodel with an attitude. 

The three of them remind me of the girls at my high school. Selfish and bitchy. They never did 

anything for anyone that wasn’t themselves. Even their so-called friends weren’t on their priority list. They 

would string along the idiot jocks because they know they could bribe them with sex in exchange for favors. 

They definitely aren’t the type of girls I would be close with. 

Because I’m too mesmerized by them, I ignore Layla’s ranting to leave. Within the next second, 

the girls are towering over us. Layla and I stand. Layla crosses her arms and sticks out her hips. I rub my 

arm in confusion.  

“Well,” the main girl says. “What do we have here?” 

“All I see is a bitch that has terrible taste in fashion,” Layla says a little snarky. “Not nice to see 

you, Regina. Hey, Blythe and Giwyn.”  

Giwyn gets defensive. “Watch what you say!” 

Blythe pushes some hair behind her ear. “Yeah! She was almost on America’s Next Top Model!” 



 

 

“Shut up!” Regina yells. She also gives them a glare that scares them. 

“So, I see you weren’t enough to make it,” Layla says. 

“Listen here, girly. Stay away from my man.” 

“Girl, Whatchu' talkin' about?” 

“I heard the rumors about you.” 

“What rumors? Who told you, your two messenger idiots?” Her voice when she says that sounds 

disheartening. She looks at Blythe and Giwyn with apologetic eyes.  

Blythe steps forward. “The rumors about you trying to steal Kyle!” 

“The campus is talking,” Giwyn states.  

“Well, the campus is wrong.” Layla faces Regina. “Just like all of your answers on tests.” 

Regina moves closer. “Listen! If I catch you anywhere near my man, physically or in his DMs, I'll 

end you.” 

Layla exuberantly rolls her eyes and straightens up. “And you listen. I don't want your man. I've 

never wanted your man. If I wanted your man, then I could probably go out and get him. Because I'm what? 

Sickening! I don't know where anyone got the idea that I was trying something with him, but I don't mess 

with taken men. Even those with skank girls.” 

“Big speech from someone as small as you.” 

“Better to be small anyway. Makes me closer for certain activities.” 

“I've never liked you.” 

“Same goes for me.” 

Regina turns and walks off, snapping for her friends. When the three of them leave, I turn to Layla. 



 

 

“I take it you two know each other.” 

Layla runs a hand through her hair as she sighs. I can tell she doesn’t like having those arguments. 

“It’s a long story.” 

“I got time.” 

We come across a bench and sit down. She pulls her hair back into a ponytail as she rests her head 

on her hand. She gets emotional as she thinks about what she wants to say. When she begins, I forget my 

own history for a second.  

“We were childhood friends and were closer than anyone we knew.” Her voice cracks and tears 

start forming. “Our families were neighbors and that caused our friendship. We were inseparable. We had 

constant sleepovers, were always at each other’s house, and even wanted to be in the same classes in school. 

We even went through a phase where we wanted to dress the same.  

“High school was where things went south. When freshman year started, we were still the best 

friends that we were and tried to continue it. However, because of our schedules, we didn’t get to see much 

of each other during the day. We talked about joining a club together but couldn’t find one that interested 

both of us. That’s when our friendship started getting shaky. 

“When junior year started, that’s when everything changed. At that point, we weren’t as close as 

we used to be. We were kind to each other and talked a little if we saw each other in the halls or at lunch, 

but nothing more. It was when Regina tried out for cheerleading that broke our bond.  

“When Regina made the squad, it was like she became a completely different person. The crowd 

she hung out with changed her to be the typical bully and popular girl. As soon as she wore that uniform, 

people treated her differently, like she was royalty. The treatment got into her head and changed her 

perspective on the world as she then believed that she was above everyone else. She started treating people 

like trash and expected everything to go her way, especially when she was promoted to captain.”  



 

 

Layla leans back on the bench and shakes her head in anger. It’s like she doesn’t know who to be 

angry at. “I tried continuing what little of a friendship that we had, but Regina wouldn’t let it happen. She 

turned on me and started treating me even worse. She blamed me for supposedly holding her back for so 

long.  

“The last straw was when Regina’s dad inherited the family business along with all its assets and 

fortune. They played it smart and got richer. That really went to her head and made her think that she was 

invincible. She started using her money to get what she wanted, even bribing the students to do her bidding. 

All the fake people at school wanted to be around her solely for her money, or they were afraid of her. 

“The only person that she couldn’t use her money or popularity over was me, and that made her 

angry. She set out to hurt me because she was unable to have me act a certain way. When I finally had my 

first boyfriend, Regina took him away, and she enjoyed seeing me crumble. Luckily, Leon was there for 

me the whole time, and the two of us grew close and became best friends. We formed a friendship through 

a mutual hatred of Regina.” 

She looks longingly towards the sidewalk ahead of her as she tries holding back tears.  

“If all that wasn’t enough, what got me the most was how she treated Kyle. During their 

relationship, she would constantly mistreat him and make him believe that he was horrible. She even went 

out of her way to cheat on him several times because he wouldn’t give her what she wanted. And the thing 

is that Kyle didn’t realize how bad of a person she is.”  

“That’s just awful,” I say while rubbing Layla’s shoulder. 

“She’s such a terrible person now.” She starts crying. “Every time I see her, I get so angry. I want 

to see the old her from before she gained popularity and money. I miss her so much, but the way she has 

treated me, and others, made it hard to continue trying to rekindle our friendship. With Blythe and Giwyn, 

I don’t want to drag them into this petty feud, but there’s never a time when they’re not with Regina. They’re 

scared of what she’ll do if they leave her. I even prayed that she would realize that who she is now isn’t 



 

 

who she really is because it would make everything better and peaceful. She was a true person back then. 

A true friend. Luckily, Leon was the true friend that I needed.” 

“He seems really caring.” 

“He is. And I notice how you are around him, and you have nothing to worry about. With him, 

what you see is what you get. There are no switching personalities with him. Looks can be deceiving, but 

he’s totally the supportive friend all the time. He’ll always be there for you when you need him.” 

I can’t say anything else. I simply give her a hug before we make our way to the café. On our way, 

I think about what she said. Looks can be deceiving. Maybe that’s a sign not to overthink every assumption 

I have made about him. Maybe I deceived myself into thinking of him as a bad guy because of everything 

I went through. Maybe I should give him a chance. Just maybe.  

When we reach the café, Layla gets a plate of food and we meet up with Leon at a table he reserved 

for us. I sit next to him, and I’m not scared. I’m still hesitant to talk to him, but relaxing is a start. 

 “Hey, TK,” Leon says. He’s no longer wearing his necklace. “The theater at the mall is having a 

horror movie marathon tonight if you’re interested in going with me and Layla.” 

 “Yeah,” Layla says while eating some fries. “We’re also going to be having a feast at Taco Bell 

after.” 

 The idea of eating too much, especially in front of them, has me a little worried, but they don’t need 

to know yet. “Sounds fun.” 

 Leon notices that I don’t have a plate. “You’re not hungry?” 

 “I was about to get something, but knowing that we’re going out later I’m deciding to wait for that.” 

It’s better that I skip some meals.  



 

 

 Leon nods his head. “Cool. Is there anything you want to do? You should start having a say in our 

group activities.” 

 “I’m fine with y’all planning things for right now. I’m not that great at coming up with plans and 

such.” 

 “Don’t hesitate to suggest something once in a while,” Layla tells me. 

 Leon nods. “Yeah, you’re our friend now.” 

 It’s going to be a while before that word can settle in, but at least it’s finally being said to me. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Appendix C 

3. Discovery Day 

I’m alone and I don’t know whether it’s a good thing or bad. I’m so used to being excluded and 

being alone that I’m accustomed to it. However, getting closer with my roommates has been a little easier 

and somewhat exciting. Although they say that we’re friends, I’m not sure if I’m all the way there with 

Leon. He seems like the most chill guy I’ve met. I mean, he hasn’t hit me yet or called me a fag, so that’s 

a good sign. He’s been treating me well so far, but I’m still unaware of how he’ll react once he learns the 

truth. He hasn’t said anything that would indicate that he knows about my sexuality. He hasn’t given off 

any vibes of the guys that I’ve had to deal with before, but he also hasn’t cleared up any of my concerns. 

Layla told me looks can be deceiving. Perhaps I’m deceiving myself. 

Other than Leon, I’ve made some progress with Kyle. After helping him with the first paper, he’s 

now wanting to hang out more often, which he gets to do now that we’re partners for the second paper. I’m 

easy and relaxed around him, which is refreshing. His childlike demeanor makes me appreciate him more 

because I get to enjoy a sort of childhood friendship that I never had. It’s not going to be the same since 

we’re both grown now, but it’s one of the experiences that I missed out on during my childhood. The only 

thing I have to keep in mind is that isn’t able to understand everything the same way I do, which is fine. 

         After being here for two weeks, I slowly start assuring myself that my thoughts about Orion will 

stay in my head. I’m in line at the Bagel Bros coffee shop on campus and I look over and notice Orion 

talking with Sora outside the shop. There are moments where I get a little envious of them because it’s 

something that I’ve never got to experience and would like to try, but I don’t see it happening for a while. 

         The closest that I’ve ever gotten with someone in any considerably intimate way was when I was 

about to enter high school. Up to that point, and every point after, I never talked to guys at my schools 

because they were all the same. One night, I was asked by Ryan, the son of one of my mom’s best friends, 

to have a sleepover. My mother accepted for me, which I still don’t know how to feel. 



 

 

 The night of the sleepover was the night my relationship with Ryan changed. He wasn’t the type 

of person I would have anything in common with. He’s bone-thin, a skater, and semi-popular. Nothing I 

am. The moments our moms made us hang out were basically the only times we’ve spent together. We 

weren’t close growing up, so it was weird hearing that he wanted me to have a sleepover with him. 

 When the sleepover happened, everything happened so fast that it felt unreal, almost like a dream. 

I was unsure of what to do because I didn’t want to ruin what could have been something between us, but 

all it caused was a mix of emotions and feelings, mainly pain and fear.  

Ever since that night, I’ve found it even harder to get close with guys. I never knew which ones 

would hurt me or make me feel like I was nothing but a tool for their use. However, I don’t feel that way 

when I’m around Orion. All I feel is my inside erupting with an unfulfilled desire that I know will be led 

back into a locked bottle in my heart. 

As I reach the front of the line and am about to place my order, Orion comes into the shop. As he 

approaches me, the stench gathered from his workout fills my nostrils with a euphoric sensation that, from 

any other person, would normally repel me. On him, it’s like a natural fragrance. 

He stands next to me and pulls out his wallet. “You can get whatever you want. I’m paying.” 

What I want isn’t on the menu. “What’s this about?” 

“Think of this as showing my gratitude for returning my water bottle. That meant a lot to me.” 

“It was nothing.” I don’t want him wasting his money on me. I’m not worth it. “Besides, I think I 

have enough for my drink.” 

Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I lift the case and take whatever money I have in it. It’s only 

three dollars. I crumble the bills in my hand as I look at the barista. “Just a small strawberry banana smoothie 

please.” 

Orion slides the barista his credit card. “Make that a large. And throw in a blueberry bagel.” 



 

 

The barista rings up everything and charges it. As Orion is putting his card back in his wallet, I try 

handing him my three dollars. “Take this. I’ll get you the rest when I can.” 

He pushes the cash back to me. “My treat.” 

“Just because I gave you back your water bottle?” 

“That’s one reason. Another is because you helped Kyle with the first paper for Terra’s class. I 

know how he can be when helping him with that kind of stuff.” He gives me a sympathetic smile.  

I huff as the memories of helping Kyle start filling my mind. The time together was good for the 

most part, but it took a turn when we began working on the paper. “It took so much just to get a little 

information out of him. Which is why I’m dreading working with him on this partnered assignment for her 

class. I like him as a friend, but when working together it’s agonizing.” 

“Wish I could help, but Sora and I are pretty much busy for the rest of the day. Besides, I know 

Kyle is warming up to you and wants to continue being friends.” 

“I think he needs to be prepared to help. I don’t want to end up doing the entire project.” 

Orion’s face drops. “He tries his best. You just have to know him better.” 

“I’ll hang out with him when it doesn’t involve school.” I try putting out a laugh as a way to shift 

the conversation a different way. “Is it too late for you and me to switch partners?” 

He smiles. “I wouldn’t want you getting too close to her. She’s very pretty, but she’s taken.” 

She’s not the one I’m trying to get close to. “You can have her. She’s not my type.” 

He dramatically acts surprised. “What? For once a guy doesn’t want to get with my girlfriend? 

Dang, TK, you’re on your way to becoming my best bro.” 

Feeling flattered, I smile. “Wow, such an honor. I bet you say that to all the other guys.” 

“Only the special ones.” 



 

 

Before I can respond, the barista places my order on the counter. I grab it and turn back to Orion. 

“Thanks again for paying. Are you sure you don’t want me to pay you back? Or is there something I could 

do for you?” 

“Don’t worry about it. It’s what friends are for.” After giving me one last smile, he walks out of 

the coffee shop. He holds Sora’s hand as they walk away. 

Hearing him call me his friend sends mixed feelings throughout my body. The ecstatic side of me 

wants to rejoice that I’m making friends with a straight guy, but the Eeyore side of me wants to curl up in 

my bed and never get out because that’s all we would ever be. Not even the delicious taste of my smoothie 

can bring me the happiness that I’m seeking. 

Checking my phone, I still have some time before my final class for the day. Looking around, the 

only place to sit is the chair across from Bubbles. However, the table is practically filled with her notes and 

textbooks. I make my way over and point to the chair. 

“Is it okay if I sit here?” 

She looks up and excitedly nods her head. “Please. Sit down.” 

I pull out the chair and set my food on the one clear area. I notice most of the textbooks are English 

language practice books. Some are even Thai-to-English guides. 

“If you don’t mind me asking, how long have you been here?” 

“Oh, I don’t mind. My family moved here from Thailand three years ago.” 

“That’s really nice. Do you like it here?” 

“There are many things that I like about this country, but Thailand will always be my home. But 

since I plan on living here for the foreseeable future, I’ve been studying very hard in order to reach my 

dream of becoming a professional lawyer.” 



 

 

“Why do you want to be a lawyer?” 

She sighs and looks down. Her face drops as though she’s remembering something sad. “My family 

hasn’t always been supportive of me like they have been with my brothers.”  

I raise an eyebrow and lean forward. “How come?” 

“My parents are more of the traditional type, so needless to say they weren’t pleased when I told 

them about who I really am.” 

“Who you really are?” 

She looks me in the eyes. She gives me a look that shows that she knows something. “I wasn’t born 

a girl. But when I told my parents that I am, they weren’t happy. They stopped talking to me and saw me 

as an outsider. I started searching for people like me and I felt loved when I found them. But hearing their 

stories and how this country’s system treats people like us needs to be changed. And not just for us, for 

anyone who feels like the system won’t do them justice. I want to make a change. I want to help people. 

Being a great lawyer is a step in that direction.” 

“That’s amazing. I’m proud that you have that.goal.” 

“What are you trying to be? What are you here for?” 

I shake my head. “I’m actually undecided at the moment. I’m thinking about being a Spanish major, 

but I’m trying to figure out what I want to do. That’s something that I’ve always had trouble with.” 

“I’m confident that you’ll figure it out. You just have to have faith in yourself and a little bit of 

hope.” She sits straight up and gives a hopeful expression. “Sometimes, it is just the feeling of hope when 

you have tried your best that’s enough to keep me going. I know that I cannot win every case, but I will 

still be fulfilled knowing that I gave it my all and be hopeful that the next one will be a success. You can 

never give up on hope.” 



 

 

“Hope,” I say as I twirl my straw. Maybe that’s what I need. “Thanks for the talk. I gotta get to 

class.” 

“And thanks for not treating me differently or making a big deal of what I said.” 

“No problem. Is that an issue you have?” 

She nods. “Ever since I came to the United States, most people talk to me like I’m a child or as if I 

don’t speak English. I also get stares like people are angry at me for being here. Some of the more hateful 

comments make me wish that I could return to Thailand, but I stick through it because my dreams are more 

achievable here. My dreams are more important than what others say about me.” 

My mouth opens. “I’m sorry that you have to go through that.” 

“Do not be sorry.” Her smile radiates pureness. “I like being considered different in certain ways. 

Being different helps me stand out. It helps me make more friends. It makes me know who I am. Granted, 

being seen as different has its bad sides, but I prefer to think of the good it has.” 

Being different is something I’m good at, but it hasn’t been any good. All it has done has made me 

question everything around me. How can she be so positive all the time?  

A better question is why I’m so negative. I know why, but it’s something that can’t easily change. 

Maybe adapting to a more positive outlook is what I need. 

“Bubbles, it’s been really nice chatting with you. I’ve got to get going now. Then I have to meet 

up with my roommates before I head over to Kyle’s place.” 

She lets out a luscious giggle. “You’re so lucky that you get to work with Kyle.” 

I smile. “You have a crush on him?” 

Her checks start blushing. “He’s cute. He's not the type that parents would have approved of, but I 

don’t care. I want to get to know him better. Can you tell him that I said hello?” 



 

 

“Yeah, I can do that.”  

I leave her and walk out of the coffee shop. The bright sun shines down and makes my hair feel 

warm. The rose bushes bring out a soothing aurora of floral delight. A group of squirrels are running towards 

a tree. Two of the squirrels are faster and make it to the tree before the other. The third one is taking its time 

because it’s carrying some acorns. The other two go back to the other and take an acorn. The three proceed 

together back to the tree. I try stepping towards them, but they scurry off. 

         When I reach the rec center after my class ends, I notice a flyer on the door advertising for the 

upcoming recruitment for the fraternities that’s in a few weeks. I don’t think anything of it as I enter the 

facility. 

         Walking down the hallway, I stop by the equipment room that has treadmills, ellipticals, exercise 

bikes, and weights. Through the windows, I see Orion and Ricky at the weights station. Orion seems to be 

trying harder than Ricky and is pushing himself further. Ricky is rooting for him to go harder. Orion’s face 

gives off the vibe that he wants to quit but also has to keep going. His muscles throb with each lift. It’s kind 

of hot, but I try not to keep looking. He notices me staring and he gives a sharp nod of his head like he’s 

seemingly asking me what’s up.  

I wave at him, which causes Ricky to get onto him when he stops. Orion gets visibly angry and 

picks up his water bottle. As he’s sipping, some of it drips down his chin and lands on his tank top. Not 

wanting to think any certain thoughts, I quickly speed walk down the hall. 

         Reaching the back where the indoor court is, I catch sight of the end of tryouts. I also catch the 

disgusting scent of male sweat that makes me gag and almost makes me throw up. The guys are already on 

their way to the locker room, in which they couldn’t go faster. Leon is the last one to go into the locker 

because he’s talking to the coach. On his way, he waves at us. I give a soft wave while Layla throws up a 

peace sign. When I take a seat next to her, I notice a pizza box on her other side. 



 

 

         Once the boys are gone, I turn to Layla. She grabs a piece of pizza and takes a bite. She offers me 

a piece, but I decline. “Was he good?” 

         “Amazing,” she says as she looks at me. She has a face of confidence. “He really let them have it. 

He’s definitely making the team. Now we gotta get ready to deal with the basketball bros throwing parties 

in our dorm once in a while.” 

         I nod, but only to cover up my growing worries. A bunch of straight athletes in my dorm isn’t 

something that sits well with me. Before I speak again, I look around the room to make sure no one is within 

range of hearing me. I then whisper, “Can I ask you something?” 

         “Anything.” She closes the pizza box to give her full attention to me. “What’s up?” 

         I breathe in to collect my thoughts and to calm my nerves. The anticipation in her eyes seems to 

make me more nervous. “Does Leon talk about me when I’m not around? Does he like me?” 

         “Oh, where do I begin?” she says while exaggerating her tone. I don’t know whether or not to be 

concerned. “Nah, but for real, not that much. Not that we don’t want to, but yeah, sometimes.” 

         I rapidly blink. “What does that mean?” 

         “Don’t worry about a thing, you’re all good. He says that you’re chill and he considers you to be a 

friend. Why do you ask? Did something happen?” 

         I slightly nod. “A lot. I would ask him myself, but I’m worried it’ll mess up the progress I’ve tried 

to make so far.” 

         I place my head in my hands in embarrassment. A hand makes its way to my back. I immediately 

flinch and scoot to the side. 

         “TK, it’s okay. You don’t have anything to worry about,” she tells me in the softest voice, which I 

didn’t know she had. She comes a little closer to me and leaves a little space between us. “Although you 



 

 

haven’t said anything yet, and you don’t have to, I can tell what’s up. Leon and I are here for you. We’re 

your friends.” 

         “What?” My voice is getting shaky. My chest tightens. My nerves are unsettling. Even though some 

people can tell, I don’t want it to be them. I want them to know when I tell them. “Does Leon think 

anything?” 

         She shrugs. “Hell if I know. He can be oblivious to some things. But I haven’t said anything to 

him.” 

         A million thoughts run through my head. This could be the end of us. This could be like high school 

when people found out. God, I have to share a room with him for a year and I don’t even know how he’ll 

feel about it. Maybe I’m overthinking things. Maybe this time will be different. Actions speak louder than 

words, and I haven’t seen much action. 

What have I seen? My roommate’s naked body nearly every day because he doesn’t seem to care 

if I see, a few fights between Layla and her archnemesis, my roommates getting drunk in the living room 

of our dorm, and me having to calm them down so we don’t get caught. All that within the first month of 

college. Definitely don’t know what to make of that information. 

Try to stay positive. Have some hope. Maybe this time things will be different. Maybe Leon is the 

most supportive straight man a gay guy could ask for. Thinking about what Bubbles said is fighting to be 

at the top of my mind. Fuck positivity. Let me think realistically based on what I’ve been through.  

Without paying much attention, Leon is now standing in front of us in his regular clothes. He can 

tell something’s going on. “Is everything okay? Ready to go?” 

Layla looks at me with sympathetic eyes. I try composing myself the best that I can. “Yeah, I’m 

just getting really hungry. I ordered this pizza because tryouts were taking too long.” 

“Yeah, I’m getting really thirsty.” 



 

 

“When aren’t you thirsty for something?” Layla remarks with a grin. She and Leon laugh as they 

walk towards the door. Leon turns to the side and motions for me to come along since I’m standing back at 

the bleachers. I push all my thoughts to the back of my head as I reach them. 

On our way out, I peek into the equipment room. This time, I see Ricky and Orion having some 

sort of argument. Orion seems to be yelling at Ricky. Ricky tries getting all up on Orion, but Orion pushes 

him away. Ricky yells something, but I can only make out that it was something from their past. I don’t 

catch any more of their dispute. I walk out of the rec center with Leon and Layla with the sound of weights 

hitting the ground. 

Leon drops me off at Kyle’s house. Nothing is different than the last time I was here. It’s so polished 

and like a stereotypical suburban white family home. Bushes trimmed to be perfect squares, just slightly 

off-white but not barely noticeable, bright green grass with a bed of flowers along the lines of the sidewalk, 

and not a thing seemingly out of place. I step to the front door and press the doorbell. 

I hear a dog barking from the inside. Through the window, I see a Golden Labrador puppy pop up. 

I smile as I bend down to get a closer look. It appears happy to see me. 

The door opens and Kyle is on the other side. He’s just as excited as the puppy. “TK! I’m glad you 

came!” 

I step inside the house, which is so clean that it practically shines. The puppy comes up to my legs 

and sniffs me. 

“His name’s Scooter,” Kyle says as he pets him. “You can pet him. He doesn’t bite. We just got 

him.” 

I give Scooter a soft pet and he licks my hand. I smile as Kyle’s eyes meet mine. He gives off this 

aura of pureness and sunshine thanks to the gleaming sun shining into the room. He lets out a soft laugh 

that sounds like he doesn’t have a worry in the world. 



 

 

Moments later, his parents come across the corner. I stop petting Scooter and I stand straight to 

face them. Kyle continues petting him for a little bit before looking at his parents. 

His mom looks like she’s been tired for some time, but she manages to put on a smile. Her hair is 

messy. She is wearing mom jeans and a t-shirt. Without wearing any sort of makeup, she looks amazing. 

His dad looks slighter older than she does, but still looks great. He’s wearing cargo shorts with a polo shirt, 

and he gives off the vibe of a golfer. 

His mom reaches out her hand and I accept it. “Nice of you to come back, TK. Kyle told us a little 

about you since your last visit.” 

I go to shake his dad’s hand as he says, “Good to see our boy making more friends. He sure needs 

them.” 

Kyle doesn’t notice what he says as he goes back to playing with Scooter. I place my hands to my 

sides as I open my mouth to say something. “What’s wrong with the friends he has now?” 

His mom places her hand on her forehead as if to hide possible frustration. She leaves and goes to 

the kitchen. His dad sympathetically sighs. “It’s a long story. Dinner will be ready soon. You’re welcome 

to join us.” 

Even though I don’t want food, I don’t want to be rude by declining. “Sure, thanks.” 

He nods and goes to his wife. Kyle picks up Scooter and runs to his room. I follow him. 

His room is like it was last time. There are stuffed animals everywhere. The walls are bright yellow 

and baby blue. He has a bunk bed even though he’s an only child. He has a desk, but it’s piled up with 

coloring materials. Scooter goes to an oversized turtle plushie and curls upon it. I sit on the bottom bunk of 

the bed as Kyle sits next to Scooter. 

I pull my computer from my bag and open a new document. I look over at Kyle, who’s reaching 

over to his desk to grab a coloring book. “Kyle. Come on.” 



 

 

He lets out a faint groan. “Can’t I color while you write?” 

“I can’t exactly do it on my own. You’re going to have help, because, you know, this is a partnered 

assignment. I’m not going to do it by myself.” 

He grabs the coloring book and a pack of crayons and begins coloring. I don’t try to stop him. He 

starts scribbling randomly. 

“Well,” he starts saying. “What if I color something for it? Is that enough?” 

I moan in annoyance. He’s so hard to handle. I don’t know how I got through the first assignment 

with him. “That’s not part of the requirement. If you want me to help you, then you have to put in the effort. 

If not, then I’ll just leave and tell Professor Terra to give you a zero.” 

That seems to get him upset. He stares at me with his mouth wide open. “I am trying! It’s just really 

hard for me to think!” 

“Well, I’m not going to do everything for you!” I yell. I don’t want to raise my voice at him, but a 

lot is on my mind. “Either you put in a little more effort or I’m leaving.” 

“Please don’t go! I need you here!” At that, he gets up and is visibly distraught. It appears like he 

wants to cry. “My parents won’t allow my other friends to come around anymore, and I’m really upset! 

Please, I can do something else. Please stay. I just want my friends.” 

His voice cracks at the end. I can’t be mad at him; I feel sorry for him. His face when mentioning 

his parents makes me want to give him a hug. My feet want to step towards him, but my mind freezes my 

body before I can do anything. 

“Boys!” his dad shouts. “Dinner is ready.” 

Kyle lightens up a little as he exits. I don’t know why I look at Scooter as if he could help me. I 

look at the picture Kyle is working on, and I let out a subtle breath of air. He’s working on a rainbow with 



 

 

people underneath it. From the looks of it, it’s him, me, Orion, Leon, and Layla. Scooter gets off the plushie 

and simply leaves the room, and I follow behind. 

Once dinner is over, I help Mrs. Evans with the dishes. It’s a force of habit from when I was living 

with my parents. Even though she keeps telling me that I don’t have to do anything, my brain tells me I 

have to. Old habits are hard to break. 

As I’m scrubbing a pot, I look over to the living room and notice Kyle and his dad sitting on the 

couch while watching TV. Scooter is in Kyle’s lap and he’s rubbing him. His dad is watching basketball, 

but Kyle doesn’t seem interested. 

Mrs. Evans puts up the plates as she says, “Thanks for taking an interest in Kyle. He needs some 

new friends. Maybe you can be better for him.” 

“Is everything alright with Kyle?” I ask straightforwardly while drying some cups. Maybe there 

was a better way to ease into this topic, but the curiosity is shaking up my mind to the point where easing 

into it isn’t a possibility. “When we were in his room, he was acting weird.” 

She drops a pan back into the sink. She doesn’t face me. Her lips start quivering. She wipes her 

forehead with the rag. Apparently, Mr. Evans has been listening in on us and comes into the kitchen and 

comforts his wife. After a minute, he pulls me to the side and explains things to me. 

“I know this might seem like a lot to take in,” he says, “but Kyle was in a terrible accident back in 

high school. That’s why his mother gets like this.” 

My eyes widen. Even though I haven’t known Kyle for long, I feel like he’s going to be in my life 

a lot more and I need to know a lot more about him. “What kind of accident? He looks alright.” 

“Yeah, looks alright. But he’s not right mentally. He was in an intense car crash, which caused 

severe damage to his brain, especially to his frontal lobe.” 

“What does that mean?” 



 

 

“It means the damage messed up his brain and he essentially has the mind of a child. He thinks like 

one, has emotional swings like one. He can still do some functions that he used to do, like driving, but 

there’s still a lot that he lost.” 

That explains a lot. I knew something was off the moment I met him in class. But there’s one thing 

that doesn’t make sense. “Does Orion know? Kyle tells me that he’s his best friend. And why can’t he have 

his friends over anymore?” 

He lets out a heavy sigh. “Yes, he does know. Kyle was with Ricky and Orion when it happened. 

Ricky was the one driving, but he and Orion suffered less damage. Heather blames Ricky and forbids him 

from ever associating with Kyle. Orion, however, felt guilty and has even tried to help Kyle get better, but 

no one has had any luck.” 

Ricky is a total shock for me. Why would Kyle hang out with Ricky? Were they the same type of 

people before the accident? That’s something I need to look into. “Why can’t Orion come over anymore?” 

“A part of what he did to help Kyle was doing his work for him for the rest of high school so he 

can get medical treatment. We’re trying to get Kyle to do his own work, which means that if Orion is over 

then he might be doing it for him. We want Kyle to do his own work, but he still seems to struggle. This 

whole thing has taken a toll on us, but we’re trying our best.” 

Now I regret yelling at Kyle. I thought he was being lazy and wanted to use me. I was being a jerk 

because I let my paranoia get the best of me. Before I go back to Kyle, there’s something that doesn't sit 

right in my mind. 

“If you don’t mind me asking, why is Kyle in college? If he hasn’t shown progress in getting better, 

why send him to college?” 

His father sighs. “Because he begged to be with his friends again, so we let him go for a year. Also, 

it’s been less than a year since the incident, so we wanted to use this year to continue his treatments and see 



 

 

if he can get better while he’s under similar conditions that he’s familiar with. If he can’t improve by the 

end of the school year then we’ll pull him out.” 

I thank Mr. Evans for the information and I make my way to Kyle. Kyle is now sitting on the bottom 

bunk with his legs crossed. I sit next to him. He keeps his head down as he speaks. “I’m sorry for yelling 

at you, that wasn’t nice of me. I hope you still want to be my friend.” 

I place a hand on his shoulder, and he finally faces me. “Of course, I still want to be your friend. 

And I’m sorry for yelling. I should’ve had more patience.” 

His face lights up and he laughs happily. “Thank you! Hey, maybe you, me, Orion, and Leon can 

all hang out at your place sometime.” 

“You’re friends with Leon?” 

“Yeah, since high school. We played games together and he taught me how to get along with girls. 

Now Regina won’t leave me alone.” 

Girls must be the answer to my Leon issue. Pushing that suggestion to the side, I come up with a 

solution to the essay situation. I open back up my computer. “Hey, tell me all about your friends and what 

you like to do.” 

He excitedly explains to me his friendship with Orion and everything that they do together. They 

play games, go into town and try new things, and share stories about their relationships. I write down 

everything that he says. Listening to him speak about his friendship with those guys makes me think that I 

could possibly have that. It helps clear my mind of most of the preconceptions I’ve had about Leon and 

Orion. The positivity is starting to come back. 

  

 



 

 

Appendix D 

4. Honestly Me 

Spending time with Kyle has helped me realize that I don’t have to be fearful around Leon and 

other guys, I just have to find a way to connect with them. However, because of how my mind works, I 

haven’t gotten the chance yet to really bond with Leon on a more personal level. I know he likes his 

girlfriend, Stephanie, a lot. He enjoys basketball and just relaxing in the dorm. I had to remove all the 

negative thoughts I thought about him, which took a little longer than I had hoped.  

After the Kyle experience, I spent time planning every detail that I could do in order to form a 

closer bond with Leon. Even though Leon has been saying we’re friends, I don’t see it in my mind yet. I 

still see him as the token straight athlete that’s just trying to vibe and is only saying that because we’re 

roommates, and because he doesn’t want to hurt my feelings. I run my hand through my hair as I strategize 

more about how to go about the situation. I know that the more I think about it, the more I’ll freak myself 

out and panic and overanalyze things to the point where I’ll think that I’ll just end up messing things up 

even more.  

I’ve always been like this. When I was twelve, I went into Brighton’s room for I didn’t know the 

reason, I guess I was just curious as to what would be in my teenage brother’s room. I tried not to mess 

with anything because I didn’t want him to be even madder at me. Due to how messy his room was, I 

tripped on something and fell. Before I got up, I saw something strange underneath his bed. When I pulled 

it out, it was a few Playboy magazines. I’ve never seen anything like it before and I was shocked he would 

have them. At that time, I wasn’t interested in looking through them, but I did anyway. 

I sat on his bed and looked at all the details of it to see why he would be interested in it. The women 

looked pretty, I guessed, but I tried so hard to see the appeal. I was so distracted that I didn’t hear or see 

him come in. In the few seconds before he spoke, a train of thoughts circulated in my mind. I thought that 

he would get angry that I was in his room and going through his stuff. I thought he would rat me out to 



 

 

father or think that I would tell on him. Whatever I thought of, it kept ending in me being on the receiving 

end of a beating. 

What I didn’t expect was him to sit next to me and tell me that everything was alright. That it was 

alright that I was curious about that type of thing. He then went on to talk about his favorite models from 

the magazines and wanted to know if there were any I liked. I just picked a random one and hoped things 

would end there. The last thing that he said to me before I left was that I could borrow the magazines any 

time and that if I wanted to talk about things he would be there. He gave a wink and a smile after he 

commented about how as soon as I found a girl, I wouldn’t need the magazines.  

It seemed like girls were something he, and the guys later when I reached high school, were 

interested in. Since I was never really interested in it, I never bothered bringing it up. Maybe that’s why I 

could never get close with any of them. 

With the Leon situation taking up a good section of my mind, the only thing I can think of to calm 

myself is watching one of my favorite shows. I’m sitting on my bed with my laptop open with The Facts 

of Life playing. I’m on my third re-watch of it and just started the first episode. As I reach the moment 

where Blair accuses Cindy of being a lesbian, Leon stumbles into the room. I pause it and keep my eye on 

him. 

He heads to the closet and starts undressing. When he takes his shirt off, I see the lipstick trail from 

his neck going down to his belt. I roll my eyes figuring out that he’s coming from Stephanie’s place.  

“Man, let me tell you,” he starts saying as he undoes his jeans. Instead of his regular underwear, 

he’s wearing a jockstrap. He must have forgotten to bring an extra pair for after basketball practice. The 

view of his ass is kind of hot, but he’s not really for me. “That girl got game.” 

He goes to his bed and gets under the covers. He plugs his phone into the charger and goes through 

it for a minute. I exit the show and put my laptop away as I lay on my side to face him. His face shines with 

his smile, which I’m assuming he’s looking at pictures of Stephanie. Breathing in, I think now is the time. 



 

 

“Leon? ¿Te puedo preguntar algo?” I ask in Spanish. I’m reaching that level of tiredness even 

though it’s only one in the morning. My brain has been switching languages when I’m tired enough ever 

since I started learning Spanish.  

“Pregúntame lo que quieras,” he responds while putting his phone down. “¿En inglés o español? 

I shake my head to get my thoughts in order. I make my brain switch over because I don’t feel like 

putting in the effort to pronounce things correctly. “English is fine. Hey, is it possible for you to help with 

something?” 

“Anything. What’s up?” The concern in his eyes is getting to me.  

I breathe before responding. Even though this is something unusual for me to ask, it feels like it 

would help with our friendship. “What type of girls are you into? Like, what about Stephanie attracted you 

to her?” 

He smiles harder than I’ve ever seen. He sits up and says, “Can’t believe you’re asking this. 

Finally.” 

“You’re excited about this?” 

“I mean, I was wondering the same thing about you. Like what type of girls you’re into. I never 

brought it up because you didn’t seem like you were interested in the topic.” 

Oh shit. Does he know? Sweat starts forming a little bit as I try preparing what to say. I’m not ready 

to tell him yet. 

“You’re always invested in homework and things for your classes,” he continues saying. My nerves 

calm down. “I didn’t want to impose on your love life when you haven’t mentioned anything.” 

“Oh.” I’m still not completely at ease, but I need to start opening up. Slowly but surely. “Well, I 

think it’s time to start talking more about different things. I can’t always be invested in school.” 



 

 

He props his head on his hand. “Well, I like looking for compatibility first. Looks are good, but if 

we can’t have a proper conversation and we can’t find anything in common, then I can’t see us working. 

Onto looks, I prefer blondes. And a nice chest is wonderful. Like, nothing turns me on more than a nice 

pair of boobs.” 

He closes his eyes, bites his lip, and groans, which I’m assuming is him imagining Stephanie and 

what they did earlier. I roll my eyes. Straight guys and boobs. I mean, I can’t really say anything against it 

because Orion has a nice rack on him, which is impossible to miss when he’s in his workout clothes. I 

almost want to bite my lip as I think about what he looks like shirtless. 

“What about you?” he asks. “What do you like?” 

The thing is that I don’t want to lie to him. I want to tell him everything without fearing any 

repercussions. I still remember one time when I mentioned that I had feelings for a guy back in my junior 

year of high school. It ended in me going home with a black eye. When my mom asked how I got it, I 

couldn’t bring myself to answer her honestly. I told her I tripped and hit a door handle. Father didn’t like 

my response. It was like he wanted me to be in a fight, and to have won. He gave my other eye a matching 

bruise, which he claimed was to teach me how to throw a punch just in case I needed to fight. He always 

had an excuse to abuse me. 

Looking at Leon, he seems giddy as he waits for my response. Maybe I don’t have to lie. “Well, 

you see, I also like that hair color. And I’m more of an ass guy. Like, I could get lost staring at one.” 

I feel myself blushing. Orion most definitely has an ass that could knock others out. The way it 

moves when he walks can have me mesmerized, especially when he’s wearing jeans. My blushing is also 

in part of the embarrassment I’m remembering when I was caught staring at it for too long when he had to 

bend over. He was outside of the library, and I was leaving one of my classes. At that time, I tried acting as 

though I was looking at something else, but he must’ve caught on. 



 

 

He wasn’t angry that I was checking him out. He gave me a confident grin as he shook his ass in a 

way to be a tease. “Like what you see? I know Sora does. She’s jealous that I got a bigger butt than her.” 

I gave him an awkward smile. “I’m kind of envious. I wish my body looked like that. No wonder 

why girls swarm over you. It must be hard telling them that you’re taken.” 

“Not as hard as others might think. I’m dedicated to my relationship.” He hesitated on the last part. 

“You don’t seem too sure. Is everything alright?”  

“I love Sora with everything in me.” He put on a smile, but his face still showed a little 

contemplation. “But I can’t bring myself to tell her what I’m thinking.” 

“What’s going on? It’s okay to tell me.” I tried giving him a comforting look. “I’ll tell you one of 

my secrets if you tell me yours. Like how friends do. It’ll be our secrets.” 

He chuckled and looked at me with a compassionate smile. “You go first.” 

“Well,” I said while thinking of something good to tell him, “I’ve never been in a relationship. I 

know it’s not as exciting, but it’s something that I’ve never told anyone.” 

“That’s all you got?” His joking demeanor made me laugh. “I’m sure a guy like you has tons of 

juicy details hidden in a closet ready to be let out.” 

Why the fuck did he use those choices of words? I attempted to keep the unsettling feelings hidden. 

“Well, I could say more, but we’ll work our way up. Your turn.” 

He grinned and rubbed his chin. “I mean, I could say that there are those rare occasions where my 

mind wanders elsewhere when I’m supposed to be thinking about Sora.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, I could say more, but we’ll work our way up.”  



 

 

We shared a laugh, but he still seemed nervous about something. He played with the straps of his 

bag. When we stopped laughing, he couldn’t look me in the eyes anymore. Never in the month and a half 

that I’ve known him has he been this shook up about something. 

“For real, I don’t know what it is exactly. I’ve never felt this type of thing until this past summer. 

And since starting college, the feeling has been growing stronger.” 

“Are you able to describe what you’re feeling? Any way to give me an example or something?” 

Before he answered, Sora walked out of the library. She had gotten her braids put in, which looked 

stunning on her. Orion pulled her in for a kiss, which resulted in mixed emotions on his face. His face gave 

off both the feeling of love and the feeling of angst. 

“What were you two talking about?” she asked as she placed a book in her bag. 

I didn’t know what to respond with. “Just the typical guy stuff. Like sports and such.”  

Orion tried to straighten up his face. He put on an overly happy smile. “Yeah, TK and I were 

discussing going to the gym later. He said he wanted to try it out, and I offered to be his partner. That’s 

only if he wants me to be with him.” 

At the last line, he gave me a pleading look in which he made sure not to let Sora see. As much as 

I wanted to spend more time with him outside of class activities, I didn’t think it was a good idea. I didn’t 

want to make myself look like a fool when I would be around him because I wouldn’t be able to do any of 

the routines. I also didn’t like the idea of being around him when he was sweaty, and potentially shirtless, 

because I wouldn’t be able to justify the glances without revealing my feelings. And locker rooms have 

always terrified me. I never enjoyed undressing around other guys, and I never wanted to see them either. 

“Actually,” I said as I headed on my way. “We’ll talk later about it. I have plans with Layla for the 

rest of the week.” 

That night, Orion messaged me on Instagram. Thanks for not telling Sora. I owe you one. 



 

 

And thank you for not getting mad when I was staring at your ass. It’s not something that I would 

normally do, not because you don’t have a great ass because it is most definitely banging. One of the best 

ones that I’ve ever seen. 

Reading over the message, my fingers slipped before I went back and edited it. In a blink of an eye, 

he liked the message and responded. 

LOL : ) Thanks man 

My heart raced. Sorry for saying that. I don’t know what was going through my mind.  

It’s nothing to worry about. I take it as a compliment. Besides, we’re friends, we should be okay 

with complimenting each other’s body.  

Oh, we’re using the F word now? My heart raced faster. Sure, we hung out a lot after classes before 

his gym sessions and even had study sessions with Kyle, but we’ve never said that word before.  

Why wouldn’t we? It suits us, don’t you think? 

It’s hard finding something that suits me. I guess I never found something that fit. LOL. 

Don’t worry, I’m a great match lmao. You and I seem to work well together. 

I started blushing. I guess that’s how friendships function. 

As I sighed, my fingers had a mind of their own and typed out a message. Before I could delete it, 

Orion had seen it. I’ve never had friends before. 

Really? I didn’t know how to take that message. Luckily, he followed it up quickly. That seems 

impossible. You’re such an amazing person. Anyone would be a fool if they wouldn’t want to be your friend. 

So, I take it you’ve never had a proper hangout session before if you don’t mind me asking. 

Nah. The closest that I’ve had was when I watched my brother and his friends hang out.  



 

 

I’m gonna change that. I’m inviting you over to my dorm and we can have a good old fashion bro 

night. Whenever you decide to accept, let me know. I’ll make the time for you. 

My heart raced so fast that I felt like I needed to go to the hospital. I couldn’t even think of a 

response, so I just closed the app. 

I haven’t messaged him back with anything, even though that was only two days ago. Now that I’m 

remembering the whole ordeal, my current blushing dies down. However, something else hasn’t gone away 

yet, which Leon notices. 

“TK, whatcha thinking about?” he asks with a faint laugh. I cover myself with a pillow. “Thinking 

about a certain girl?” 

“I was thinking about someone.”  

He sits up. “Who? Do I know her?” 

I nod. “But I don’t know how you’ll feel about it.” 

“Is it Stephanie?” Although I know he’s joking, I don’t reciprocate the feeling. “Because she’s 

taken, and I’m not a big fan of sharing.” 

“No no no. I only said that because of how you and Layla might feel about it.” 

He loses his joking attitude. “Is it Regina? How could you be into her? She’s not the one to date.” 

“It’s not her.” It’s taking so much willpower to not blurt out Orion’s name. My chest is so tight that 

it feels like my skeleton is about to be squeezed out. 

“Wait.” His face lights up. “It’s Giwyn!” 

“What?” I say softly. 



 

 

“It has to be. She’s blonde, got a perky ass, and I’ve seen the way you get around her. You just 

freeze up when she’s around as if you’re nervous. And it makes sense why you’re worried about us. We 

don’t care that she’s Regina’s lackey. We’re cool with her and Blythe.” 

I don’t act weird around her because of attraction. It’s because she has such a bouncy personality 

that causes her to dominate conversations if you don’t have the backbone to stop her or aren’t able to match 

her level. Since the two of us have a class together, I see how she becomes a different type of person when 

Regina shows up and snaps her fingers. I like her as a person since she seems super sweet, but I wouldn’t 

be able to date someone like her. 

“I bet I can set up a little date for the two of you. I just need to get her away from Regina.” 

“You don’t have to do this.” 

“Hey, anything for my bro. Plus, you really need a break from studying too much. Just imagine if 

you and her start dating. We could have a double date sometime.” 

“Wait, think about Regina. We don’t like her, right? How will this play out if she finds out?” 

 “We’ll worry about her later. For now, it’s all about you.” Leon grabs his phone and starts typing 

as he heads out of the room. 

“You’re still only in a jockstrap,” I call out. “What if Layla comes out of her room?” 

He’s already out in the living room when he responds. “She’s seen enough of me.” 

Shaking my head, I decide to rest on my pillows and try getting some peace for the night. Before I 

fall asleep, I think about how this will turn out. All I can think about is how awful this all is, especially 

when Giwyn of all people is getting involved. I’ve thought about a friendship between the two of us, but 

this might ruin the chance of that happening. I shouldn’t have allowed it to get this far, but his excitement 

got the best of me. When this all blows up, I hope Leon won’t be too angry.  



 

 

In the morning, I wake up to the smell of sausages. Leon isn’t in the room and his bed is still messed 

up. I slowly get off my bed and make my way to the living room. Layla is on the couch while watching her 

Zumba videos. Leon is in the kitchen area cooking on the stove. I take a seat at the island as I watch a 

shirtless Leon make whatever concoction he’s making. 

Layla pauses her video and makes her way to me. Making sure Leon isn’t listening, she says, “Leon 

told me about what happened last night. You don’t have to go through with this.” 

I give a simple and soft smile. “It’s alright. I’ll just say the date wasn’t a match.” 

“What about what comes after? He needs to know the truth at some point.” 

“I know.” I sigh. “It’s just that I thought talking about girls would be just that. Talking. I didn’t 

mean for it to get like this. All I could think about is how happy he was when I brought up girls. I didn’t 

want to ruin that feeling.” 

“Nothing would’ve been ruined. He’s one of the good guys.” She places her hand on mine and 

gives me a look that’s like she’s trying to tell me that she’s worried and not to go through with it.  

“TK,” Leon says, “want some breakfast?” 

I nod. He hands me a plate of sausage and biscuit. I grab a fork that’s by the sink and use it to pick 

up the biscuit. I stare at it as if I don’t know whether or not to eat it. “So, where do I begin with girls?” 

“Just be yourself,” Layla tells me as she opens the fridge. She pulls out a roll of sausage and begins 

eating it.  

Leon gives her a wide-eyed stare and jokingly says, “Is my sausage not good enough for you?” 

“I like mine the Italian way. It fulfills me more.” The stares that they give each other act like 

deflection shields to cover up their upcoming laughter.  

“Don’t knock the Latin kind. It gives a little extra kick. People can’t resist it.” 



 

 

Layla rolls her eyes as she faces me. “As I said, being yourself is the most important thing.” 

“Be a bad boy,” Leon tells me as he places a hand on my shoulder. “Girls love bad boys.” 

“So, when are you going to be one?” 

They chuckle a little as they return to eating. I take another bite before I say, “What’s your secret?” 

“I just play it cool,” he says. He does a little dance in his seat that’s kind of hilarious to watch. 

Layla lets out a loud laugh. She leans over the counter and says, “Please. He just bitches and whines 

until they agree to go on a date with him.” 

“Don’t listen to her. Especially since she can’t keep a relationship longer than a few months.” 

“You would know.” 

I simply ignore them as I say, “When’s the date?” 

Leon nods. “At Roast Me after classes.” 

We finish breakfast with small talk about previous relationships. I don’t have much to share with 

them since the only sort of relationship that I have I’m not ready to share with anyone, and I don’t think I’ll 

ever share it. Leon talks about how much Stephanie means to him while Layla goes on about how she has 

the hots for a barista at Roast Me. 

Walking into the coffee shop, I immediately notice Leon with Giwyn at one of the tables in the 

back. I get a little nervous as I make my way towards them. Leon looks so happy that he’s helping me. I 

can’t disappoint him.  

I take a seat next to Leon and I stare at Giwyn. She’s pretty, I’ll give her that. Her hair is a shade 

of blonde that practically looks white, which is styled nicely with curls and a headband. She’s wearing a 

nice black dress with a red belt and even redder heels. Although her smile is bewitching, it seems that she 

isn’t happy because of this date. She makes glances at a little brown book sitting on top of her purse. 



 

 

Leon gets up as I’m about to sit down. “I’m going to give the two of you some time alone,” 

He stays at the bar. Giwyn looks me in the eye and says, “I never figured that you were interested 

in me. I was surprised when Leon told me.” 

“Yeah, and I was surprised when he jumped on the idea of setting this up. I didn’t ask him. Besides, 

from our interactions in class, I also wouldn’t have guessed that you were interested in me.” 

“I’m not,” she says bluntly as she sips on the milkshake the barista just brought over. She never 

loses her smile.  

“Then why did you agree to this?” I want to be hurt that she said it so quickly, but I know I shouldn’t 

be. It’s not like I want to pursue a relationship with her. 

She shrugs her shoulders. “I haven’t been on a date in forever. Ever since Regina came into my 

life, all I’ve been able to do in my free time is respond to what she wants. Good thing she’s at a spa retreat 

with her mother this weekend.” 

When mentioning Regina, her attitude changes. She becomes more upset and loses her smile. I 

want to ask why she doesn’t end her so-called friendship with her, but I don’t think that’s the right move. 

“What do you like to do in your free time?” 

She perks up. “Well, after this, I’m going to continue learning witchcraft and practice more to 

strengthen my spells. I’m sure I can be a real witch and use magic.” 

I slowly nod while trying not to show that I think that I’m weirded out. I understand that people 

like different things, but magic? “How much have you learned? Any successful spells?” 

She sighs. “Nothing’s worked yet. I’m still in the beginning stages. Trust me when I say if it worked 

yet, I would’ve totally cast Regina off to the island of misfit idiot hookers.” 



 

 

A chuckle escapes my mouth. She lets one out too. “Wow, you really want to do that to your 

friend?” 

The chuckling ends as she stirs her straw. “She’s not my real friend. Our relationship is built on 

ownership.” 

“What?” 

“When we were in high school, my family was struggling to pay bills and couldn’t afford all the 

medicines and treatments my little sister needed. They prayed, which was what they always did because 

they’re religious. When I mentioned it to Regina one time, she offered to pay for everything. I initially 

refused because I wouldn’t be able to pay her back. She said I could pay her off by being her lackey. She 

never explained what it would be like, but I was desperate. I took her money, and I’ve been behind her ever 

since.” 

“She can’t make you be like this forever. She’s treating you and Blythe like animals.” 

“I know. The one time I threatened to leave, she threatened to tell my parents about my witchcraft. 

I couldn’t risk it at the time, but I’m considering ending things with her for good.” 

“You and Blythe can be each other’s friends. That would be a true friendship.” 

“Yeah, like you and Leon.” 

I shake my head. “Nah, Leon and I are a different story.” 

“How come? You two seem to have an honest friendship, which is part of the reason why Regina 

is a horrible friend. She can’t be honest and true with anyone.” 

“Honesty might not always be the best option. What if being honest actually ends a friendship?” 



 

 

She looks me in the eyes and smiles. “That may be the case sometimes. But I’d rather be honest 

with someone and lose them instead of putting on a façade and being in a relationship that’s toxic. I’ve got 

a lot of thinking to do myself, but I’m sure you know what to do. You and Leon seem to be great together.” 

I don’t have a chance to respond because she immediately gets up and starts walking out. “I had a 

nice time. See you in class.” 

I wave her bye before Leon comes and sits across from me. He doesn’t seem concerned that the 

date didn’t last long. “She was totally into you. When’s the second date?” 

“There won’t be one. She said I wasn’t her type.” 

Refusing to talk about it more, I get up and leave the coffee shop. Leon follows me. “What do you 

mean not into you? I saw the way she was staring at you. And I saw you two laughing.” 

I don’t look at him. “It’s not what you think. It didn’t work out. Let’s just forget about this.” 

“Maybe Giwyn wasn’t the right girl. We could try someone else. How about you tell me what 

exactly you’re looking for.” 

A lot of what he’s saying gets me feeling some type of way. I’m too frustrated with myself because 

of how hard I’m making it when it comes to coming out to him. Another part of it is because he’s sounding 

like my father. As soon as I hit puberty, he started pressuring me to get a girlfriend. When I refused to go 

out with one of his coworker’s daughters, he deprived me of food for two days. 

As Leon continues to go on about finding a girlfriend, all I can hear is my father’s voice. Now that 

I’m older and stronger, I start thinking about what I wished I could’ve said and done back then. When I try 

walking away faster, Leon grabs a hold of my wrist and turns me around. Instead of freaking out, I get 

angry. 



 

 

Something within me snaps. I twist my hand to position it to where I’m gripping his wrist. It’s more 

pressure than his hold, which I might be doing a little too tight. He stops talking as he gives me a worried 

expression. 

 “Don’t ever touch me again!” Luckily, no one else is around to hear me shout. My hand tightens 

and he winces. “I won’t be your little ragdoll to toss around and manipulate. Just leave me the fuck alone!” 

 When I let go of his wrist, he backs up and gives me a worried look that goes straight to my heart 

because it makes me regret what I just did. I don’t let him say anything because I start running away. 

However, thoughts about how I just ruined our friendship run through my mind. 

I spend the next few hours walking around town trying to clear my mind and think how I could 

make things right with Leon and how I can earn his kindness back, which I’m sure is gone because he 

probably hates me now. What if I tell him about my sexuality and he just associates it with my outburst? 

That might make him think all gay people are like that. No, he wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t judge and 

group people together. He’s compassionate, understanding, and the most accepting guy that I’ve met.  

Fuck. Why did I have to be so stupid and doubt everything? I know the reason. If only I had a 

support system growing up. Perhaps I wouldn’t explode on people who care about me. I would’ve been 

able to come out as soon as I met them. I wouldn’t be questioning our friendship. I would’ve been an honest 

person. 

Honesty. What is it even good for? The best policy my ass. I know that being honest back home 

would’ve ended up in an even worse situation because my father and everyone at school would have that 

confirmation, which in turn would result in more assaults and harassment. People being honest about my 

weight only makes my mental state decline and makes me take drastic measures even further. If I were 

honest with myself, I would tell myself that I’m going to be alone for the rest of my life. 

That can’t be the honest truth. I’m doing it again. I’m being harsh on myself, and I need to stop 

that. I’m not going to be alone. I have Orion. He claims that we’re friends, so it must be true. Layla too. 



 

 

With Leon, I might’ve dented our friendship, but it can be fixed. All I need to do is apologize and be honest. 

We can make things work again, but that’s only if it isn’t too late. 

As I’m walking, I see a clothing store with pictures of models wearing some of the clothes. I’m 

shocked to see one picture that features two guys holding hands. Looking at the name of the store, I 

recognize that the brand is one that Leon likes to shop at. He probably came here a few times since he 

started college.  

Looking deeper into the store, I notice a whole collection of Pride merchandise. I slowly walk 

inside the store and make my way to that section. There’s a variety of things spread across the table: shirts, 

shoes, accessories, little collectible things. There’s a pair of shoes that I like but they’re too much for me. 

An employee walks up to me. “Hello, is there anything I can help you with?” 

I turn around and notice the name tag. Her name is Marci. “I’m good. I’m just looking around.” 

“If you need anything just ask.” 

She goes back to the counter, and I take another look at the Pride section. Now I want to buy some 

and wear it around Leon and see how he reacts. After another minute, I leave and head back to the dorm.  

When I walk into my bedroom, Leon is on his bed. He’s just sitting on the edge as he stares at my 

bed. When he sees me come in, he hops off and stands in front of me. 

I fully expect him to punch me, but he says, “Hey, man, I’m sorry about earlier. I shouldn’t have 

been so hard on you.” 

I shake my head. “I should be the one apologizing. I’m sorry for yelling at you and hurting your 

wrist. It was uncalled for. I was just going through some personal issues, which I know isn’t an excuse for 

how I treated you. I understand if you don’t want to be my friend, and roommate, anymore.” 



 

 

“Hey, don’t think that.” His voice is soft and soothing. “We’re still friends. Not all friendships are 

peaceful all the time. We’re going to have disputes. This doesn’t change how I feel about you.” 

I get choked up from all the emotions I’m feeling. From happiness, to regret, to appreciation. For 

the first time in my life, I feel like opening up.  

“It’s hard for me to make friends. I’ve always been excluded and awkward. Especially around other 

guys. I never knew what to do so I thought talking about girls and all that would be a good thing for us to 

become friends over. I didn’t mean for it to go this far.” 

“But we’re already friends.” His reassurance calms me down. “We do so much together that we’ve 

built a bond stronger than Captain America’s shield. We’re so close, I even consider you to be like a brother 

to me.” 

“That means so much to me.”  

I choke up from memories of Brighton flooding my mind. I’m starting to piece together all the parts 

that were happy and all the sentimental moments between us. Our father caused me to put a strain on my 

relationship with Brighton, which made me not appreciate everything Brighton did for me when I was 

younger. It made me miss out on so much and caused me to negatively warp almost every situation we had. 

I saw Brighton as an enemy when I should’ve been seeing him as a brother, as my best friend in the whole 

world. 

“Leon, I know this might sound weird, but can we do a brotherly hug? Growing up, I wasn’t able 

to be close with my brother the way we should’ve. I’ve never gotten a compassionate hug in which I was 

able to appreciate.” 

His smile is everything that I need to wash away any of my doubts and worries. “Of course we 

can.” 



 

 

He comes closer and we hug as if we were actual brothers. He pats my back as I tighten my grip. 

As we hug, I notice something under his desk. It’s a pair of the Pride shoes that I noticed in the store.  

When we pull away from the hug, I point to the shoes. “Are those yours?” 

He looks to see what I’m looking at and smiles. “Yeah, I got them a few days ago but haven’t gotten 

the chance to break them in yet. You like them?” 

I smile with him, but for a different reason. “Why do you have them? Are you, you know?” 

“Nah, I’m totally straight, but it never hurts to show my support. Plus, it’s a really cool design.” 

My heart melts. I feel my worries slowly fade away. “I like them.” 

“You can borrow them anytime. I don’t mind sharing my things with you.” 

“Thanks.” For some odd reason, we both begin laughing. 

When we stop laughing, I decide that it’s time. “Leon, I’ve got something to say.” 

“What is it?” 

This will be the first time saying it out loud. The words are hard to form. My chest feels like it’s 

tightening. My breathing staggers a little bit. The words seem to stop in my throat, but I manage to get them 

out. The joy of knowing Leon is supportive takes over my body and dissolves any hesitation and worries. 

“I’m gay.” 

Without missing a beat, he smiles. “Thanks for feeling comfortable enough to tell me. How do you 

feel?” 

Knowing that I don’t have to hide anymore, I cheer up. “I feel like myself.” 

The two of us decide to lay down on the floor and spend the rest of the night talking. For the first 

time since moving here, I’m finally happy to be around Leon. I’m not scared anymore. I’m still not ready 



 

 

to tell him the other truth that has roots in that photo in my desk drawer, but I know it won’t be bad when I 

do. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Appendix E 

5. Baila 

I wake up to the sound of my bedroom door being opened with force, but I don’t bother opening 

my eyes because it feels too early to be up on a Saturday. I feel a strange presence standing over my body, 

and I grow annoyed when the presence doesn’t leave. Rubbing my eyes to adjust myself from being woken 

up, I am a little surprised to see Layla watching me. 

I look past her and notice that Leon is gone, which is unusual since he isn’t that much of a morning 

person either. When I finally get a good look at Layla, she’s wearing workout gear, which includes a black 

Nike sports bra, white sweatpants, and pink Adidas shoes. My guess is that she’s preparing to begin her 

Zumba videos. 

“Hey,” I say as I sit up. “Do you need something?” 

Her smile is enough to make me question what her intentions are. It’s like the Cheshire Cat, and 

I’m hoping it will disappear. “I just want to take you out for a bit. For a little bonding experience.” 

I gulp at what she would think would be a good bonding experience for the two of us. Our two 

personalities aren’t typically the ones that blend well together. We have yet to establish a common interest 

that we share. I mean, we have been hanging out, but mostly with Leon because he knows how to find 

things that we can all do together. Honestly, I’m not that great with one-on-one interactions, as apparent 

with how my time with Leon went last week. 

“I’m taking you to my Zumba class,” she says as she’s pulling me out of bed. “Get dressed and 

meet me in the living room.” 

Her force is enough to wake me up fully. “You go to a class? I thought you just watched your 

videos?” 



 

 

“Every Saturday morning there are classes in the student dance studio. You and Leon are usually 

still asleep by the time I get back.” 

“Where even is Leon?” His side of the room is still the mess that it always is. There are clothes 

thrown on the floor as if he were in a rush this morning. 

“Stephanie wanted to have a surprise breakfast date and he had to get ready on short notice. I’ve 

never seen him move faster. Man, that guy will turn into The Flash if there’s a chance that he’ll get some.” 

“Wouldn’t it be better if we wait until Leon gets back and do this together?” 

It’s not that I don’t want to do this now, it’s that I’m scared of being alone with Layla. Her high 

level of energy seems like something that I won’t be able to keep up with. Leon would be able to even out 

her energy so we all can be relatively close. 

“Nah, I feel like this is something that should just be the two of us. You’ll get to try something 

new, and we can grow closer.” 

“I don’t know. This might not be something that I’ll be good at.” 

“Have you danced before?” 

“I did some musicals back in high school, but that’s a different type of dancing. I don’t think I’ll 

be able to keep up with Zumba.” 

“It’s not about keeping up. It’s about having fun. There are people in the class that have two left 

feet and they still enjoy themselves. Tell you what, you do this today, and I’ll do something you want later. 

Deal?” 

She extends her hand for me to shake. I take a moment to think about her offer. 

Never has anyone bothered to take the time to do anything that I enjoyed. Not even Brighton. 

Brighton always looked after me, but rarely engaged in things that I liked. In grade school, I would stay 



 

 

silent when students were asked where we would like to go for field trips because I figured no one would 

like my suggestions. When I tried talking to other students, they always seemed uninterested when I talked 

about my interests. 

Layla seems genuine. Even though her face shows that she’s already pumped up for her class, I can 

see that she cares about me enough to do something of my choice and get to know me better. I take her 

hand and shake it. She walks out of my room and shuts the door. 

I try finding something to wear, but I don’t have any clothes that can be considered dancing clothes. 

I settle for one of my monochromatic gym shorts and an oversized hoodie. For the shoes, the only pair that 

I own are worn out from being used since freshman year of high school, so they aren’t the best to dance in. 

Remembering what Leon told me, I borrow a pair of his sneakers. He has a pair that’s a seductive 

sapphire blue with white accents. It looks more expensive than my entire wardrobe. Putting them on feels 

amazing. There’s this soft foam-like thing inside the shoe that makes it feel like I’m standing on a cloud. 

When I enter the living room, Layla is already at the door ready to leave. She looks at me as if she’s 

confused. “Are you sure you want to wear that hoodie? You’re going to get hot and sweaty real easily in 

that.” 

“I’m sure.” 

I don’t want to change, mostly because hoodies make up almost ninety percent of my upper body 

clothing because they help conceal my shape and I feel comfortable in them. There are times where the heat 

or sweat gets unbearable, but it’s the price to pay for my mental stability. I know if I wear something more 

fitting, I would not be able to stop thinking about how ugly it makes me look. 

“It’s great for movability,” I tell her. “Besides, I’m not as active as you, so I don’t have that much 

activewear.” 

“I can get you some if you like dancing,” she says as she heads out. “Race you there.” 



 

 

When we reach the dance studio, I am immediately terrified at the arrangement. The plain wooden 

floor has a slick overcoat that gives off a shine. There’s an advanced sound system with big speakers in the 

corner. Dancers are spread out while doing their stretching and warm-up techniques. Worst of all, three of 

the walls are covered in mirrors. 

Being around only one mirror, such as in a bathroom, I can handle. But being around all these 

mirrors makes me feel like I’m trapped with my enemy and feels like there’s no escape. Almost everywhere 

I turn I can catch a reflection of myself from some angle. The side reflections are what hurt me the most. 

No amount of delusion and sucking in can help me in this situation. As I walk closer to the center of the 

room, I feel the mirrors closing in on me. 

“Are you ready?” Layla asks as she stretches her arms. “Maybe this can be something you and I do 

if you end up liking it.” 

I shake my head to get the thoughts of my image off my mind. “It’s possible. But I know I need to 

fix my form.” 

“Don’t let that get the best of you. Just let the music move you and follow the instructor the best 

that you can. It gets easier when you don’t think.” 

Before the instructor presses play on the music, another student comes running into the room. Kyle 

takes a spot near the front of the room and says, “Sorry I’m late. My puppy needed my attention.” 

“Don’t worry, Kyle,” the instructor says with a kind smile. She heads over to her phone, and it 

seems that she is scrolling through the songs. “I would never start without the best dancer.” 

Kyle smiles back as he adjusts his white tank top and black joggers. He’s also wearing a scuffed-

up pair of white sneakers. I would have never imagined Kyle to be interested in dancing. From what I see 

of him in class and from when I spent time with him, it appears that he gets overwhelmed quickly and 

prefers simple things. A fast-paced activity like Zumba doesn’t seem like it would be up his alley. 



 

 

When the instructor starts the song, I am paralyzed by the rapid salsa beat blaring through the 

speakers. I don’t notice the moves that the instructor is demonstrating because I am caught in a sea of 

moving body parts. I want to crawl away to the back of the room, but I’m scared of being met with a 

sequence of hits by all the arms flailing around. 

Watching the mirrors doesn’t help my nerves. All I see are fit people moving at the speed of light. 

None of them appear exhausted. None of them are sweaty already. I get a glimpse of my face in one of the 

front mirrors and I feel the horror of high school all over again. 

The memories of students laughing and pointing come back to me. All the times where people 

would throw their food at me. Every instance where I was pushed out of the way in the hallways because 

others didn’t want to walk around me. Even the time when we had to do a fitness exam in gym class and I 

was the only one to fail, which resulted in everyone in the class to bully me further.  

Layla notices my expression and slows down. She moves closer to me and whispers, “Just take 

deep breaths and clear everything from your mind. Imagine that you’re alone in your room and you don’t 

have a care in the world. Watch me and I’ll guide you.” 

Taking her advice, I close my eyes and breathe in the stench of the dancer’s sweat. My nose isn’t 

pleased, but my nerves start easing. As I exhale, I open my eyes and nod to Layla. 

Copying her motions, I pick up the routine and join the group. I’m not good, as I thought, but it’s 

not as hard as I thought, even though Layla and I are going at a reduced pace. For the first time today, I 

smile. After going at it for a few minutes, Layla and I speed up to match the pace of the others. I’m not 

doing as well, but that’s not the point. 

Suddenly, the instructor shouts, “Time to wrap it up! Freestyle Time!” 

I turn to Layla. “What does that mean?” 

“Just watch.” 



 

 

The students move to either side of the room to leave a big enough space in the middle. Layla and 

I end up on opposite sides, but that doesn’t last long. She ends up running to the center and starts an extreme 

routine as the others cheer for her. 

During her solo, she’s somehow more energetic than she has been so far in the semester, though, 

only from what I’ve seen. Her body seems to be possessed by Hermes by the speed her arms and legs are 

moving. Her agility and skill impress me beyond words. At one point, her right leg ends up over her head 

as she spins and goes into a backflip. 

When she finishes her move, Kyle runs up and holds his hand out. Layla takes it as they start 

performing what looks like a piece that they have practiced. Kyle manages to match her energy as the pair 

mirrors each other. 

Layla runs to him and leaps. Kyle catches her and spins while holding her in the air. She poses like 

a supermodel for a second before being tilted forward to sit on his shoulder. Kyle spins again as he holds 

one of her legs as she slides off his shoulder, leaving her being spun in the air by Kyle. I know I shouldn’t 

fear them not executing the move, but I hold my breath in anticipation of what’s to come. 

Kyle picks up speed and lets go of Layla, which causes me to panic a little. My worries fade away 

when she lands on her hands and starts backflipping to the back of the room. She and Kyle make a final 

pose as the other students scream in excitement. 

The instructor checks the time and says, “That’s it for today. Hope to see you all next week.” 

As the class starts packing their things, Layla and I head out. I turn to her and ask, “Where did you 

learn to dance like that?” 

She shrugs nonchalantly. “I guess dancing has always been in my blood. But I would say that being 

raised in such a mix of a household with differing ideas has steered me into this.” 

“What do you mean?” 



 

 

“My Senegalese mother wants me to have a more steady and noble career, like being a doctor, 

lawyer, or some finance gig. My Colombian-Italian father wants me to follow my dreams, but also has 

certain expectations. It took a lot of convincing, but I eventually got them on the idea of being a dancer 

when I said I could have the opportunity of being a backup dancer for Beyoncé if I’m good enough.” 

“It sounds like your parents are like mine. A little controlling.” 

“Nah, I know they mean well. Your parents are controlling? How?” 

Not wanting to think about the past, I shake my head. “Let’s not worry about that. Let’s worry 

about getting something to eat. I’m hungry.” Even though I don’t need the food, I still have to eat. 

She gives me a concerned look, but then says, “Time for some coffee and breakfast burritos.” 

We walk back to the dorm parking deck and get in her car. During the drive, I’m still collecting my 

breath from the workout. I’ve never been as exhausted before, but it doesn’t bother me. The sweat running 

down my back isn’t an annoyance. My feet are feeling a little sore. Everything that I would normally 

complain about isn’t on the top of my mind. 

All I can think about is how much fun I had. Sure, dancing isn’t my forte and wouldn’t be at the 

beginning of the list of activities I would do for fun, but I wouldn’t be opposed to joining Layla again. 

When we enter Roast Me, we immediately notice Regina, Blythe, and Giwyn at the counter. Regina 

is heckling the barista, who doesn’t look older than sixteen. Even though I can’t hear them clearly, I can 

make out that Regina’s card has been declined. Blythe and Giwyn are trying to get Regina to calm down, 

but she snaps at them, which silences them immediately. They look scared. Their eyes have a sparkle of 

what looks like a cry for help. I look at Giwyn, and all she does is nod slightly. 

Layla approaches Regina and props her hand on her hip. “Back at harassing employees. Can’t you 

just civilize yourself for just once?” 



 

 

Regina gives her an evil eye. “Stay out of this. This isn’t any of your business.” Her tone seems 

more pointed than usual. 

“What’s up your ass?” 

“Wouldn’t you want to know?” She gets out of the line and moves closer to us. The other two 

follow. “You were just dancing with him.” 

Layla gives an exhausted expression. “You’re still on this Kyle thing? I already told you that I’m 

not into him. He’s just a great dance partner.” 

“First it’s dancing in class, then dancing in bed.” Regina begins breathing heavily as she clenches 

her fists. Her eye starts twitching, but just faintly. “I bet you can get him in bed, can’t you? You and your 

little dance moves.” 

“You were a cheerleader. Go shake your little pom-poms and see if that finally works on him. Not 

my fault he’s the one guy that doesn’t fall to his knees for you. Besides, why are you still with him when 

you obviously don’t even care about him?” 

I’ve never seen someone as angry as Regina. She would totally attack Layla if there weren’t 

witnesses. “You have no right to talk about our relationship. You don’t know what’s going on between us.” 

“But I do know about all the other guys. All the guys from high school that you hooked up with 

while you were dating Kyle. All the guys now that you try hooking up with, but they turn you down. What’s 

with you? You wouldn’t be like this if you really cared about Kyle. You should learn to appreciate what 

you have before you lose it.” 

Regina still seems furious, but her face has a broken aspect with her eyes widening with a hint of 

horror taking over. She’s trying to hold back tears. 

“You know,” she starts saying, “I don’t need relationship advice from you since you haven’t had a 

boyfriend since sophomore year.” 



 

 

It’s Layla’s turn to become upset. This is the first time I’ve seen her emotional over a boy. “And I 

would have had one later if you hadn’t taken him before I got the chance to ask him. You knew I liked 

him.” 

“And you could take him from me if you cared about him that much.” 

“I’m not that type of person. I respect the institution of relationships, even though some can be 

toxic.” 

“If you’re not going to make a move, then I guess Kyle’s still mine. And it’s going to stay that way 

because I can’t afford to lose him.” 

She storms out of the coffee shop. Blythe and Giwyn stay behind and look at each other in 

confusion. 

I walk to them. “Are you two okay?” 

Blythe slowly shakes her head. “No. She’s been awful to us lately and we can’t stand it.” 

“Why don’t you leave her?” Layla asks. “You deserve a real friend that doesn’t treat you like crap.” 

“She threatened to tell my parents that I’m planning to drop out to attend a beauty school. She 

threatened to tell Giwyn’s that she’s been studying witchcraft.”  

Giwyn nods. “TK knows my case, and I’m still working up the courage to end things, but I think 

doing it now might make her spiral even more out of control.” 

“Don’t worry about any of that,” Layla tells them. “She’s threatened me so many times and hasn’t 

gone through with any of them. She’s only saying those things to you because it makes her think it’ll keep 

you two underneath her. As for what might happen to her, we need to work on ourselves first. We shouldn’t 

make ourselves miserable for the sake of another person.” 

“So, we don’t have anything to worry about?” Giwyn asks. 



 

 

“Nah, you’re good. Maybe you two and I can get together sometime and have some real girl time.” 

Blythe smiles. “It’ll be great to have another friend. Maybe Giwyn can practice her spells on 

someone else.” 

“And Blythe can do someone else’s makeup because I go through so many makeup wipes with all 

that she uses. I think my skin is starting to break out.” She pinches some of her face and laughs at Blythe. 

Blythe smiles at her and joins in on the laughter. “Maybe if one of your spells could work then you 

can poof up a better face.” 

Layla starts laughing at them as she goes to give them a hug. They leave the shop as Layla and I 

order. 

Back at the dorm, Layla and I sit on the couch and wait until Leon comes back from his date. I sip 

my smoothie as Layla chugs her coffee. 

“About next Saturday,” she says. “Are you interested in coming again?” 

I smirk. “Anything’s possible.” 

“Yeah, all you have to do is be bold.” 

“Bold?” I question. 

“Like, don’t be afraid of what others will think or say. Seize the moment and venture out into the 

world of possibilities. Imagine all the things you’ll enjoy if you open your mind and try new experiences.” 

“Yeah. Maybe I can try something with Leon.” 

She raises an eyebrow. “Like what?” 

“Maybe rushing a fraternity. It begins Monday.” 

“Would you be alright with that?” 



 

 

I shrug. “It’ll be something totally out of my normal field, but I overheard Leon talking about how 

interesting it’ll be if he got in. I just have to get past my preconceptions of fraternities.” 

“Times are changing. Maybe they’re not all full of toxic masculinity and drunk assholes like you 

see in the movies. Perhaps they want more diversity.” 

I laugh. “Maybe they need a token gay to prove that.” 

Layla smiles at me. “Did you just come out to me?” 

Realizing what’s happening, I smile. “Yeah, I guess I did. But you already figured that out by now.” 

“But it feels nice that you feel comfortable telling me. Have you told Leon?” 

“Last week. I was so scared, but he’s supportive like you said he would be.” 

She smirks. “Not all straight boys are bad. Some have decency.” 

We share a laugh as I throw our trash away. “Speaking about decency, what about you and Regina?” 

“What are you getting at?” 

I sit back down. “The way you and Regina act is as though you’re still in high school. Like, don’t 

you think that it’s time that you two, or at least you, move on and just ignore her?” 

She slightly huffs. “I’ve tried to completely remove her from my life since graduation, but since 

she’s here I’m just reminded of how awful she is.” 

“You said she wasn’t always like this. Maybe she can change if you show her that you’re ready to 

get past everything.” 

“But why should I be the one? She’s the one who put a dent into our relationship and is the one that 

has caused all our issues.” 



 

 

“But every time I see you two together, I see you always starting the arguments. Maybe if you 

approached her in a different way maybe she won’t be as bad.” 

“Who’s to say if I try being friendly with her again that she’ll reciprocate?” 

“There’s no guarantee, but nothing will change if neither of you does anything. Don’t you miss 

being her friend?” 

She plays with a piece of her hair as she leans back. “Yeah, I guess. We did have some amazing 

times together, but I think we’ve reached a point where there’s no way to fix it without it being awkward.” 

An idea comes to mind. “Hey, since you said you’ll do something I like, I would like for you two 

to try to get along. Or at least see you try to make amends.” 

“You really want that?” 

“Yeah. I’m not the only one here that needs to work on some broken relationship statuses. We’re 

all emotionally damaged in some way. The only thing missing from us is a shopping spree at Hot Topic.” 

We share a small laugh as she props her arm on the back of the couch. “You’re finally catching 

onto our language.” 

“Thanks.” I look at her and all I can think about is how I hope my relationship with her and Leon 

doesn’t end up in a mess. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Appendix F 

6. Greek Week 

Watching Leon practice with his basketball team makes me wonder how straight guys, for the most 

part, can handle the whole sports thing. I don’t see what’s so fascinating about wanting to chase after balls. 

Or it can be that I know nothing about sports and don’t want to invest time in it since I don’t see the point. 

Leon currently has the ball, which I think is a good thing. I see him jump and dunk the ball, resulting 

in some of the other guys cheering him on. Shortly after, the coach blows his whistle. The team goes to the 

locker room. 

As I wait for Leon to come out, I make my way to the entrance of the rec center and wait by the 

front door. Through the glass, I see a group of guys gathering around the clocktower in the center of the 

campus. I’m assuming they’re all there to rush the fraternities. They all appear to be the typical douches 

based on their polo shirts and cargo shorts, some of them are wearing a backwards cap and sunglasses. Not 

only do I hate that look because it’s one of the types of outfits that I hate because of how my body looks in 

it, but also because my father would force me to dress like that when I was growing up. 

I don’t know why I let Leon drag me into pledging with him. Sure, I want us to have more friendly 

bonding time, but not like joining a group of guys that are like the ones that pick on me because of who I 

am. I questioned him when he first brought up the idea, but I didn’t want to let him down. Besides, the only 

thing I could think of was watching some of my favorite shows, which he probably wouldn’t be into since 

most people aren’t. 

Ever since I came out, he has been trying so hard to make it clear that he’s supportive. He’s been 

educating himself on different topics and asking me if there have ever been times he said or did something 

that made me uncomfortable. It’s cute and all, but I need him to chill for a second and treat me like any of 

his other friends. 



 

 

Also, since I came out, I felt some of the dark energy that was inside me leave. Not all of it, but 

enough to make me feel like a different person. I’m more comfortable around Leon and some of the other 

guys that I’ve met. I’m not as reserved as I used to be, but I’m still cautious of my surroundings. 

Footsteps behind me make me turn my head. The basketball team leaves the building as Leon steps 

to my side. His hair is brushed back and still a little wet from his shower. He’s dressed in his casual jeans 

and cyan pullover looking like he stepped out of an Aeropostale ad. 

“You ready?” he asks as we step outside. 

The sun hits my face and I pull up my hood to block some of it. “You had to pick the most vanilla 

fraternity to rush.” 

“They seemed interesting. Besides, it’s something we can do together.” 

“Would you even have time for it? Your schedule seems full because of basketball.” 

“I’ll see. Even if I don’t, this might be something you’ll enjoy if you give it a chance.” 

“I don’t know, they don’t seem like a group that’ll accept me.” 

“You thought that with me. Look at us now.” 

“I know. But be realistic. Look at me and look at them. Would I really fit in?” 

We stop in place just before reaching the clocktower. He looks at me with his eyebrows raised as I 

remain skeptical. I can tell by looking at the group that all they want to do is party and pig out. They all 

look like the type that says “gay” as an adjective to describe anything that they find dissatisfying. 

“If you don’t want to do this, then that’s fine,” he says as he continues to the clocktower. “But at 

least give it a try to see if your assumptions are wrong.” 

Before he turns away, he gives me a playful smile. His damn charisma gets the best of me. I proceed 

to follow him to the pack. 



 

 

Reaching the guys, I immediately smell the toxicity coming from them. I overhear some of their 

conversations, which range from sex stories, wild parties, and football. I try not to be seen, but I come 

across two familiar faces that spot me. Ricky and Orion. They make their way to me as I consider going 

back to Leon, but Leon is already making his way over.  

Orion stares at me as if he’s examining me. The way that he checks me out almost makes me want 

to blush. “Wouldn’t expect you to be here.” 

“Yeah,” I try saying while holding in my excitement of seeing him here. Why wouldn’t he be here? 

He’s so cool, and cool guys belong in frats. Or that’s what I assumed from all the movies I’ve seen. Anyway, 

he seems like the type that would be easily accepted. “You know, I’ve been thinking about joining since 

high school. Seemed like a way to form a brotherly bond.” 

“But-” Leon isn’t able to say anything else due to the back of my hand repeatedly tapping his chest 

to get him to shut the absolute fuck up. All the while I’m smiling along with Orion.  

Ricky snorts as if this is a joke, which it very well could be. His tone comes off as he has something 

against me. “The little rainbow club is meeting today. That should be right up your alley.” 

Orion glares at him but remains silent. Leon takes a step forward. “Don’t start this, Ricky.”  

“It’s just a little joke between friends. Isn’t that right, TK?” 

I grab my arm behind my back as I typically do when I’m uncomfortable, which Leon notices. He 

looks at me and his face is giving me signals that we can leave, but I want to stand my ground. 

“It’s fine,” I say. “Just guys being guys. And I’m sure Ricky would rather be in the garbage where 

he belongs.” 

After realizing what I’m saying, my eyes widen, and I get in a defensive stance to prepare for what 

he will do to me. Instead, he looks at me unimpressively and walks off. Orion chuckles a little before he 

turns to face the man walking to the center of everyone. Leon is laughing and patting my shoulder. 



 

 

“Didn’t know you had that in you.”  

I return to a more natural mindset. “I’ve been spending way too much time around you and Layla. 

Y’all are starting to rub off on me.” 

“It’s called growth. College does that to people. Why were you scared when you said that?” 

That question brings up memories of my father. “Just the last time I said something bad to someone 

it didn’t end on a good note.” 

“Don’t be afraid to say what’s on your mind. Besides, I’ve got your back.” 

Then a guy, which I’m assuming is the leader, starts talking into a microphone. He’s dressed like 

Fred from Scooby-Doo with his ascot seemingly too tight. 

“Welcome, pledges!” he shouts into the amped-up mic, which makes him more obnoxiously loud. 

“I’m Aaron, the president of the Delta Tau Psi Fraternity here at Barlow University. This pledging process 

will be long to prove you want this as much as we want you.” 

There’s something off about him, but I can’t put my finger on it. The other pledges all let out grunts of 

approval as I stand hesitantly next to Leon. This frat thing better be worth it. 

And it begins, the first task we have to do is plead our case to the president. We have to meet him 

for lunch during the week to have a conversation with him. After Leon finishes his interview, he seems 

excited and tells me that it was super easy. He preps me for what type of questions they’ll ask. 

When it’s my time, I head to the cafeteria and go straight to Aaron. I ignore getting any type of 

food. I’ve been trying to cut back on eating since seeing Leon’s body on a nearly regular basis makes me 

self-conscious. Another reason is that if I want a higher chance of getting into the frat then I need to look 

the part.  



 

 

When I sit across from Aaron, I see that he has a little notepad and is twitching the pen. I try seeing 

what he has written for Leon, but he turns the page before I can notice too much. The only thing that I can 

make out is that he’s “the one”. 

Aaron looks at me and gives a questioning expression. It seems like he’s one of those people that 

can tell just by looking at me. “What makes someone like you want to join Delta?” 

His tone lets me know that he doesn’t have any intention of letting me join. Instead of keeping an 

attitude that I planned on using, I think of what this could be like. I take Leon’s advice and try.  

However, I don’t know what to say. The truth is that Leon wants me to, but I can’t say that. Aaron’s 

waiting on a response and I’m waiting to come up with something. Without wanting to make him think I’m 

weirder than what he thinks I am, I start speaking from my heart. 

“My real brother and I were never close,” I tell him while making eye contact. I don’t try stopping 

any emotions that come out. “It wasn’t until recently that I realized that he isn’t the type of person I thought 

he was. He’s away at his college and making plans for his life and I don’t know if we’ll ever get the chance 

to bond. Joining this fraternity will help me gain a sense of brotherhood that I’ve always wanted.” 

He doesn’t say anything, just writes something in his notes. He keeps an expressionless face. He 

then looks at the table and realizes that I don’t have any food. 

“Why aren’t you eating?” 

“Not really hungry.” I lie. “I have a small appetite.” 

“I wouldn’t have thought of that,” he mutters under his breath. 

“Got any more questions?” 

“How bad do you want this?” He leans forward and grins like a villain. “What are you willing to 

do?” 



 

 

I don’t have a good feeling about this. I’ve seen all the movies and nothing good comes from 

pledging. Just by his face, I start thinking that he wants me to do something illegal or totally embarrassing, 

and I don’t know which I prefer.  

“Well,” I slowly start saying with hesitation in my voice. His face changes to one that seems like 

he knew that I wouldn’t be up for it. “It all depends on what it is.” 

“That’s not what brotherhood is about. Brotherhood is doing whatever a brother wants whenever 

he needs it done. It’s about commitment and loyalty. I guess if you’re not willing, -” 

His phone cuts him off. He answers in dissatisfaction. I don’t want to listen, but I guess I have no 

choice. 

Even though I can’t clearly make out what the other person is saying, it makes Aaron angry enough 

to hit the table and mumble some explicit words. He looks like he doesn’t know what to do about 

something.  

After a minute of sitting there, I hear something that can be useful. From what I can tell, their party 

that’s planned for tomorrow doesn’t have a way to get alcohol anymore. They consider cancelling it, but 

Aaron says that it’s tradition to rage out for rush week. 

Being the quick thinker that I think I am, I remember the fake ID that Leon and Layla gave me 

when I moved in. I might be risking a lot for this, but I’ll take any chance if it means keeping my friendship 

strong. 

“I can get you beer,” I say blatantly, which causes him to tell the other person to wait for a second. 

“How? You’re only eighteen.” 

“I got my ways. Besides, it’s what the brothers need.” 

He nods in approval. “That’s what I like to hear.” 



 

 

He tells the person on the phone that the alcohol is covered. When he hangs up, he shakes my hand 

and says that he’ll see me at the party. I then leave as I rush to the dorm to update Leon. 

When the next night comes, I make sure to dress in my best straight frat boy outfit, which is a nice 

pair of shorts and a button-up. Although all the thoughts about how I look rush through my mind, they’re 

pushed to the side to make room for the thoughts about all the memories I’m making. Never would have I 

ever thought that I would be doing something like this. I wonder what Brighton would think. I wonder if 

he’ll be proud of me.  

Looking over at Leon, he’s carrying the cases of beer because I’m not strong enough. Instead, I’m 

carrying bags full of vodka and whiskey, most of which we didn’t have to pay for because Layla apparently 

has a stash of alcohol in her room. There’s a special brown bag I’m also carrying that’s for someone special. 

Approaching the house, it’s already a nightmare to look at. Party lights going everywhere, loud 

music that can be heard down the street, people dancing and making out on the lawn. I would rather be in 

my dorm getting some studying done. 

The closest that I’ve been to an actual party was when Brighton threw one when our parents were 

out of town when he was eighteen. I didn’t experience much of it because I didn’t want to make him mad 

because he had all his friends over, plus some of his friends previously made comments about me at school 

and I didn’t want to know what they would do in the privacy of my house. 

During that night, I tried completing a science project that was due the next day. I was almost 

finished with it when one of Brighton’s friends, who was drunk off his ass, came into my room because he 

mistakenly thought it was the bathroom. Before he realized he was in the wrong room, he accidentally 

stepped on my project and destroyed it. 

I started hyperventilating and panicking because I thought that my grade in the class would be 

ruined. Father always looked at our grades and was always strict about it, and I didn’t want a repeat of the 

last time I made a bad grade.  



 

 

The guy didn’t seem to care due to his intoxicated state. He looked around and noticed he wasn’t 

in the right room and then left, leaving me while I was having a panic attack. I tried putting it back together 

the best that I could, but it was useless. Brighton came to check on me and became worried when he saw 

me. He immediately ended the party and told everyone to leave. 

He drove me to the store and bought me things to create a better project. He then spent the rest of 

the night helping me build it while telling me that everything will be alright. That he’ll be there for me 

whenever I need him, like how a brother should. That moment of brotherhood felt nice. My father’s abuse 

prevented me from appreciating any moment like that one because it damaged my image of Brighton and 

caused me to see him as our father. I’m now trying to start over a new brotherly bond with Leon because I 

think it’s too late to try one with Brighton.  

Leon and I go inside the house, and I drop my bags in the kitchen while he goes to the backyard. 

After setting up all the alcohol, I follow him to the backyard with the special bag in my hands. 

Orion is by himself in the corner. I approach him as I hold the bag with both of my hands. He faintly 

smiles when I get close. 

“Can I help you?” he asks smoothly. 

My blood starts rushing. “I just wanted to give you this. I bought it just for you.” 

He takes the bag and pulls out the can of Twisted Tea. “You got this for me? Why?” 

“I heard you talking about it in class. I thought it would be a good way of drinking without getting 

drunk. Think of it as my way of paying you back for paying for me at the coffee shop.” 

He chuckles. “You’re still on that? Damn, did you spend your three dollars on this? What if I was 

thirstier and needed more?” 

I playfully roll my eyes. “Then maybe you should get me something else, then I’ll get you more.” 



 

 

“Is this going to be our thing? Just buying each other stuff?” 

“It can be our thing. Just like couples do.” 

“A couple of bros.” He laughs as he stands and opens the can. I want my smile to disappear, but I 

keep it up for him. I know that we’re only ever going to be friends, but it still hurts whenever I’m reminded 

of it. When he sips, the face he makes is soothing. He then holds out the can. “Wanna try?” 

Not even thinking, I take the can and slowly bring it to my lips. Sipping, I feel rejuvenated. Not 

enough to help my feelings, but it’s something. I know why he likes these so much. 

“Thanks for letting me try it,” I say while giving it back. 

“Thanks for getting me it. Maybe I could get you a little something next time we meet.” 

I simply nod and leave to go back to the kitchen. As I’m walking, I get it through my mind that I 

should stop with any of the thoughts that I have about Orion. It’s never going to happen. I’d rather think of 

him as a friend than pine over someone who’ll never be available. 

The kitchen is mostly empty except for the piles of used plastic cups and a couple making out in 

the corner. I open one of the bottles of vodka and take a small sip. It tastes like nail polish remover. Aaron 

comes in with a girl following behind. He looks impressed at all the alcohol. 

“Glad you came through.” He chugs the beer in his hand. 

“Anything for the brothers.” I fake a smile to hide the fact that I don’t care about this. 

“Glad to hear that.” He brings a girl forward. “This is Harriet, a pledge for our sister sorority. It’s 

a tradition for a member of the two to pair up for a little fun. The upstairs bedroom is free. Have fun.” 

He smiles cynically before walking off. Harriet steps closer to me and brushes some hair out of her 

face. She's closer to my weight and is pretty but wouldn’t be considered averagely pretty. I don’t question 

why Aaron paired me with her.  



 

 

She looks like she’s uncomfortable. She looks over her shoulder as if to check if no one is watching. 

The couple that was in here earlier is now gone.  

“Do you want to do this?” she asks as she makes herself something to drink. “I mean, I’m down. 

The girls aren’t as harsh as the guys. Olivia, our president, said she only goes along with it because the guys 

at Delta beg for it.” 

I’m silent for a moment as I collect my thoughts. I look out the window and notice Leon chugging 

some beer and some of the other guys cheering him on. On the other side of the backyard, I see Orion and 

Ricky having some sort of argument. Ricky is screaming his lungs out as Orion stands there and takes it 

before he snaps and pushes Ricky. I don’t finish watching because Harriet clears her throat. 

“Are you down?” she asks again.  

I shake my head. “Not really. It’s not because of you. It’s just that this whole frat thing isn’t for 

me. I’m only here to support my friend.” 

“Understandable. If you want, we can just head up to the room and chill for a few minutes to fool 

them.” 

“Yeah, I need to get away from all this anyway.” 

When we make our way upstairs, I see Aaron watching us and nodding his head. I don’t get why 

they want to do this to the members. I wonder if Leon will be a loyal boyfriend and refuse. 

Harriet and I sit on opposite ends of the bed and stay on our phones until we think enough time 

passes. I spend most of the time doing more research on Delta. I find their website and scroll through the 

gallery of our specific one. 

I get suspicious when I see that all the members, for the most part, are white. Looking closer, there 

is only one guy each year that isn’t white beginning in 2005. Further research gets me information like their 

motto including the phrase “traditional values” and reports on racially biased decisions for its members. 



 

 

I tell Harriet that I need to use the bathroom and I leave the room. I look at myself in the bathroom 

mirror and shake my head. I don’t know how I’m going to tell Leon, or if he’ll believe me. I knew something 

was up with them when I first saw them. The next thing I pick up on are voices in the hallway. It’s Aaron 

and the vice-president Thad. I can tell that they’ve drunk too much and have no filter and don’t seem to 

consider their surroundings.  

“Yo, bro. Yo,” Aaron starts saying. I move closer to the door and press my ear to the door. “Can 

you believe that TK dude is getting laid? He probably doesn’t know what to do.” 

They both start laughing as I grow angrier, but a little scared at the same time. Thad says, “Yeah, 

that fag is more than likely curled up in the corner after seeing a pussy.” 

That word. I haven’t heard it since I left my family and old life. Hearing it brings back old 

memories, but I don’t let it affect me. 

“So, about our situation,” Aaron continues saying. “I think Leon is definitely the one. Ricky has a 

better vibe, but Leon can pass and seems chill.” 

I’m not sure if I’m hearing him correctly. 

“Yeah,” Thad says. “We couldn’t have gotten luckier this time around. Thank God Leon is from 

Argentina and is lighter. For Ricky, you can really tell he’s Mexican.” 

I let out a small gasp and cover my mouth. The boys hear me and ask if everything is alright. While 

deepening my voice, I say, “Yeah, just gotta take a mad shit.” 

They don’t have any more questions. I hear them walk away and I leave the bathroom. I rush out 

of the house to walk back to the dorms. I see Leon in the living room as I’m making my way out. He tries 

to stop me, but I ignore him and keep going. I swear I can see Orion trying to follow me, but Ricky stops 

him. 



 

 

Later that night in my bedroom, I pace around and think of how to tell Leon and find out what he 

thinks. Maybe he doesn’t know what they’re about. Maybe he’ll be angry at them, or at me if he thinks I’m 

making it all up.  

Leon walks in after a while and looks concerned. He’s holding a bottle of whiskey and sets it on 

his desk. “What happened? Why’d you leave?” 

I shake my head. “Why’d you stay? It took you two hours to come back after you saw me rush out. 

What was the reason?” 

He runs his hand through his hair and licks his lip. “I wanted to come right after you, I swear. But 

the guys started some stupid game and wouldn’t let me leave. Then Ricky and Orion continued their fight 

and I had to settle them down.” 

“What happened with Ricky and Orion?” 

“Long story short, they’re no longer friends and don’t want to continue sharing a dorm. I hope you 

don’t mind Orion crashing on our couch until housing can find him a new room.” 

“That's fine,” I say exhaustedly. So much is rushing through my mind that I can’t enjoy the fact 

that Orion will be living with us. “Did you have sex with one of the sorority girls?” 

“Of course not. I’m a loyal boyfriend. They wanted me to, but I refused. Did you?” 

“I went upstairs with a girl.” 

“TK,” he sighs. “Please tell me you didn’t. You don’t have to prove anything to them.” 

“I didn’t do anything,” I tell him as I sit on my bed. He comes over and sits next to me. “But I did 

find out something that I think you need to know.” 

“What is it?” 



 

 

I inhale. His concerned expression makes this harder to say. “Delta is racist. When I was in the 

bathroom, I heard Aaron and Thad talking about you and Ricky. They said they were going to choose you 

because you have a lighter skin complexion than Ricky. Also, have you not noticed all the members are 

white? It’s been that way for a while. I actually thought you had the same mindset as them and that was 

why you were so set on joining. And hearing them call me a fag got me scared that you would be more like 

them if you joined.” 

He’s silent for a moment. During the silence, I have the chance to reflect on how stable I have 

gotten with my emotions. I don’t feel like crying, which would’ve shocked me at the beginning of the year. 

I’m upset with Leon for this, but I know things will get better and our friendship won’t change. My thoughts 

end when he grabs me and pulls me in for a hug. The tightness makes me feel secure.  

“Don’t ever think that,” he says. “I’m nothing like them. I would never use that word, ever. 

Especially to one of my best friends. Hey, the only reason I even suggested rushing a fraternity was that I 

know you weren’t close with any guys, and I thought this would be a good start. I’m so sorry.” 

“Let’s just forget about all this,” I suggest. I pull away from the hug. “I don’t want to think about 

it anymore. I’m tired, I’m upset, and I just want to relax.” 

“How about I pull up Netflix and we watch something. Your choice.” 

“Sounds nice.” 

I smile as I head to the living room to set up the TV. When I pull up Netflix, there’s a knock. 

Opening the door, Orion stands in the hallway with a suitcase. We smile at each other as I invite him in. As 

much as this moment would have sent me to the moon, I remain on Earth as I conclude that our stations are 

on different fields. The three of us sit on the couch as I choose a random movie. When I look over at Orion, 

all I can think of him as is a friend. And that’s all I want. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The Yeast ORFan Gene Project is an association of undergraduate researchers and faculty who 

coordinate resources and design strategies to assign molecular functions to genes of unknown function in 

baker’s yeast (Saccharomyces cerevisiae). My project studies the HSP33 yeast gene which is related to the 

PARK7 gene in humans. Mutations in the PARK 7 gene correspond to the development of Parkinson’s 

disease. Yeast models can be used to study neurodegenerative diseases because the cellular pathways 

associated with neurodegeneration are highly conserved. The function of the HSP33 gene is not 

completely known so we have used online bioinformatics tools such as multiple sequence alignment, 

conserved domain identification, and signal sequence prediction in order to determine the function of the 

gene. Results showed that the HSP33 gene function is related to the stress response of the protein 

degradation pathway. I found that the protein created from the HSP33 gene likely localizes in the 

cytoplasm. In addition, the HSP32 and SNO4 genes in yeast constantly interact with HSP33 and have 

similar gene expression so they may have related functions. Yeast is also amenable to genomic 

manipulations such as gene knockout, which replaces a gene of interest with a selectable marker, allowing 

for analysis of the HSP33 gene function. After I performed the gene knockout procedure, I discovered that 

the gene function was not completely removed and there had been several duplications of my gene. This 

duplication had not been previously documented in the Saccharomyces Genome Database (SGD). The 

function of HSP33 could not be studied using the gene knockout procedure because the gene that was 

removed could not be identified. As a result, I used bioinformatics tools to study the prevalence of yeast 

gene duplications. I found that there was a significant prevalence of yeast gene duplications in SGD. An 

application of this research is that the methods for detecting these duplications should be incorporated into 

future student and faculty training modules.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Parkinson's disease is a neurodegenerative disease that affects movement. The disease progresses 

in stages, and the symptoms start gradually. Parkinson's disease symptoms include tremors in a patient's 

hands, slowed movement, stiff muscles, stooped posture, balance problems, and difficulty speaking and 

writing (Mayo Clinic, 2020). The disease's exact cause is unknown, but several factors of a patient play a 

role in being diagnosed with the disease. These factors include specific genetic mutations and having a 

family history of Parkinson's (Mayo Clinic, 2020). There can also be environmental triggers for this 

disease, including traumatic brain injury, groundwater contaminants such as trichloroethylene (TCE), 

polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), and exposure to pesticides and herbicides (Environmental Factors, 

2020).  

In the case of a family history of Parkinson's disease, its genetics can be studied. From these studies, 

mutations in five genetic locations correspond to Parkinson's disease. The five locations are SNCA, 

PARK7, PARK2, PINK1, and LRRK2 (Bankapalli et al., 2015). The Park7 gene encodes the DJ-1 

protein, which is part of the DJ-1/ThiJ/PfpI superfamily of proteins. There are homologs of these proteins 

in other organisms, including Saccharomyces cerevisiae, also known as baker's yeast. In yeast, there are 

four homologs which belong to the DJ-1/ThiJ/PfpI superfamily of proteins: Hsp31, Hsp32, Hsp33, and 

Hsp34, also known as the Hsp31 mini-family (Bankapalli et al., 2015).  

Yeast can be used as a model organism to study cellular processes that occur in humans. This is 

due to two factors: yeast's relevance to humans and ease of analysis. Yeast is relevant to humans because 

it has a conserved genome to humans and similar cell biology. Yeast is also simple to analyze because it 

is easy to culture and grow, it has a short generation time, and it is easy to carry out genetic crosses and 

generate mutants due to its haploid phase (Khurana and Lindquist, 2010). Yeast also has a significant 

amount of homology with humans. Specifically, approximately 31% of all protein-coding sequences in 

yeast have homologs in mammals (Botstein et al., 1997). As a result, yeast can show aspects of the 

cellular phenotypes of human diseases. Finally, yeast is especially amenable to genomic manipulations 



 

 

such as gene knockout, which replaces the gene of interest with a selectable marker, allowing for analysis 

of the function of the gene of interest (Yeast ORFan Gene Project Workshop Manual, 2018).  

Yeast models can be used to study neurodegenerative diseases such as Parkinson's disease and 

Alzheimer's disease because the cellular pathways associated with neurodegeneration are highly 

conserved in yeast (Khurana and Lindquist, 2010). For example, yeast cells experience protein 

misfolding, oligomerization, and aggregation, all of which characterize neurodegeneration associated with 

Parkinson's and Alzheimer's diseases. Mitochondrial dysfunction and oxidative stress associated with 

neurodegeneration also occur in yeast. A key etiology shown in Parkinson's disease progression is the 

impairment of mitochondrial function (Bankapalli et al., 2020).  

The DJ-1/ThiJ/Pfpl superfamily is a multifunctional group of proteins that have been evolutionarily 

conserved in various species, including humans and yeast. In humans, the DJ-1 protein encoded by the 

PARK7 gene has a critical role in protein homeostasis and mitochondrial function and is associated with 

the early onset of Parkinson's. Studies have shown a positive correlation between the DJ-1 gene and the 

mitochondria phenotype (Bankapalli et al., 2020). The loss of the DJ-1 gene in mammals induced 

mitochondrial fragmentation and accumulation of dysfunctional mitochondria in primary neurons. In 

humans and yeast, the DJ-1 homolog localizes its mitochondria in response to oxidative stress to protect 

other organelles' functions. Moreover, studies have shown that DJ-1 interacts with the electron transport 

chain (ETC) complex 1 to regulate its activity. The HSP31 mini-family in yeast has four orthologs from 

the DJ-1/ThiJ/Pfpl superfamily: Hsp31, Hsp32, Hsp33, and Hsp34 (Bankapalli et al., 2020).  

In a study that focused on the mitochondrial dynamics of DJ-1 paralogs in yeast, there is evidence 

that the HSP31 mini-family regulates mitochondrial function and other cell processes such as the cell 

cycle and apoptosis (Bankapalli et al., 2020). Single-gene knockouts were performed on each of the 

HSP31 mini-family genes in addition to double- and triple-gene knockouts to analyze how the 

mitochondrial function changes due to the gene deletions. The knockouts were then plated on two 

different carbon sources, glucose and glycerol, to observe mitochondrial function (Bankapalli et al., 



 

 

2020). Glucose is a fermentable carbon source, so the cells do not need functional mitochondria because 

the sugar breakdown can occur in the cytoplasm. Glycerol is a non-fermentable carbon source, and cells 

need functional mitochondria to extract energy from it. The growth of the colonies in each of the carbon 

sources was measured, and the results indicate that deletion of the HSP31 gene shows a substantial 

decrease in growth of the yeast colonies in glycerol at 34 and 37 degrees compared to the wild type. 

Deleting the HSP34 gene also shows some decreased growth of the colonies in yeast in the same 

conditions. The reduced growth of these gene deletions on the glycerol carbon source indicates 

dysfunction in the mitochondria because glycerol is non-fermentable. In contrast, deletion of HSP32 and 

HSP33 did not significantly affect the growth of colonies compared to the wild type (Bankapalli et al., 

2020). This study also examined each knockout's mitochondrial structure compared to the wild-type strain 

using MTS-mCherry dye under fluorescence microscopy. The results show that the deletion of the HSP33 

gene did not have a significant effect on mitochondrial structure (Bankapalli et al., 2020).  

HSP33 is recognized in the Saccharomyces Genome Database as a gene whose function is not 

completely known (SGD, 2020), and the Bankapalli et al. (2020) study did not reveal a specific function. 

This protein's molecular and biological function is known, but the gene product's cellular component is 

unknown. The HSP33 gene encodes a heat shock protein that functions as a chaperone, enabling protein 

folding. In addition to protein folding, the known biological functions include cell response to nutrient 

levels. This gene's length is 712 base pairs and has 237 amino acids (SGD, 2020). In short, further 

research is necessary to determine the function of this gene and its part in this specific cellular pathway. 

In this study, the function of the gene HSP33 was analyzed by using bioinformatics tools to 

determine the gene products and co-expression of HSP33. The gene knockout process was  conducted to 

compare the structure and function of mitochondria in an HSP33 knockout strain to the parental strain. 

However, the results showed unexpected duplicate genes that were not indicated in the bioinformatics 

tools. As a result, I studied the prevalence of duplicate genes occurring in yeast genes of unknown 

function in the Saccharomyces Genome Database (SGD). Duplication genes are commonly found in a 



 

 

wide variety of organisms and they can arise from random mutations as well as due to selective pressures 

from the environment. For example, yeast can develop duplications in their genes and improve their 

ability to grow on copper (Fogel and Welch, 1982).  

 

METHODS 
 

Bioinformatics 

 I utilized the SGD database and Yeast ORFan gene project modules to collect background 

information about the HSP33 gene. SGD provided known information about the gene, including the DNA 

sequence, chromosome number, and protein length. This database also showed sequence based similarity 

between gene sequences of other organisms.  I checked the Genemania database to identify different gene 

interactions and co-expressions. I also looked into the NucPred database to identify where the gene 

product of HSP33 localized in the cell.  

Creating the Knockout PCR Construct 

The gene knockout process replaced the gene of interest, HSP33, with the URA3 gene to test the 

effects of deleting HSP33 on yeast cells. The URA3 gene is a yeast gene whose main function is to create 

uracil for the yeast so it can grow on media lacking uracil (SGD, 2020). This gene is the selectable marker 

for this experiment and is used to replace the HSP33 gene. The knockout construct consisted of yeast's 

URA3 gene with the 5' and 3' flanking regions of the HSP33 gene. The forward and reverse primers 

targeted the coding region of the URA3 gene and provided 60 bp that are homologous to the 5' and 3' 

flanking regions of the HSP33 gene.  

The first step is to perform a Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) to target the yeast URA3 gene 

for amplification. PCR is a lab technique which generates millions of copies of a specific gene fragment 

such as the URA3 gene for further analysis (National Human Genome Research Institute, 2022). The 

forward and reverse primers complement the first 22 base pairs and the last 20 base pairs of the URA3 



 

 

open reading frame (ORF), respectively. The PCR reaction will amplify the URA3 coding region and 

incorporate the flanking regions of the HSP33 gene into the knockout construct.  

Knocking Out HSP33 by Transformation and Homologous Recombination  

The parental strain of yeast named BY4371 (𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢3−), cannot grow on a medium that lacks uracil. 

Using the EZ Transformation Kit (Zymo Research), the knockout construct created in the previous step 

was introduced to parental yeast cells. A double crossover event led to the replacement of the HSP33 

ORF with the URA3 ORF by homologous recombination. The homologous recombination result is the 

replacement of the HSP33 ORF with the URA3 ORF producing the HSP33∆::URA3 knockout strain. 

This process's final step is selecting transformants by plating the transformation mixture on a medium 

lacking uracil. 

Confirmation of the HSP33 Knockout 

 Since the URA3 knockout construct could integrate into an incorrect location, the knockout of 

HSP33 must be confirmed. The first step of the confirmation process was to isolate the DNA from the 

parental strain and transformants. The second step is to carry out a confirmation PCR reaction on the 

parental strain and transformants using the forward and reverse primers targeting the HSP33 flanking 

regions. The final step is to compare the length of the PCR products by gel electrophoresis. The PCR 

product's length from the knockout is expected to be 90 base pairs longer than the PCR product from the 

parental strain. 

 The gel electrophoresis showed double bands which indicated HSP33 may not have been 

knocked out. For this reason, I could not proceed with the next step of studying mitochondria. However, I 

developed a new research question regarding the appearance of double bands. After contacting the Yeast 

ORFan Gene Project, the issue was confirmed as a duplication in the lab strain of yeast I used. As a result, 

I developed a new set of methods to analyze the prevalence of yeast genes which had duplications in the 

Saccharomyces Genome Database.  



 

 

Checking Duplications 

 I generated a random sample of 40 yeast genes of unknown function by creating a list of yeast 

genes in SGD. Each gene has three functions: molecular, biological, and the cellular component. The list 

was composed of genes that have one or more of these functions annotated as unknown. Then, I obtained 

the genomic DNA sequences from SGD and ran a Basic Local Alignment Search Tool (BLAST) test on 

each gene. The BLAST identifies areas of similar gene sequences. If there was a similar sequence to the 

gene sequences I choose, then there would be multiple gene sequences in the results. If there was only one 

gene sequence, then it meant that gene did not have any duplications in SGD. After performing a BLAST 

on each of the 40 genes, I calculated the prevalence of duplicate genes.  

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Bioinformatics 

 The results from the Genemania database showed that HSP33 is coexpressed and has gene 

interactions with HSP31, HSP32, and SNO4 (Figure 1). The Saccharomyces Genome Database (SGD) 

showed a significant homology between HSP33 and other genes in a wide variety of organisms from 

bacteria to mammals. The gene product of this yeast gene is part of the DJ-1/Pfpl protein superfamily 

which is related to the Park7 gene in humans.  

 

Creating the Knockout PCR Construct 

 The gel electrophoresis product showed that the URA3 gene knockout construct was created 

successfully (Figure 2). The first lane is the marker which shows if the gel was functioning properly. The 

second lane is the URA3 gene knockout construct which shows a single fragment of the expected 

size,indicating that the construct was created successfully. The URA3 knockout construct is not a part of 

the same biological process as HSP33. Therefore, this result did not provide a clue about the function of 

HSP33. 



 

 

Knocking Out HSP33 by Transformation and Homologous Recombination  

 The transformants were plated on an agar plate lacking uracil. Several colonies were formed on 

this plate (Figure 3). 

 

Confirmation of the HSP33 Knockout 

 The confirmation gel electrophoresis showed that there were two bands in the knockout colonies 

of yeast (Figure 2). One band was 90 base pairs shorter than the parental lane and the second band in the 

position that lined up with the parental lane. The gel electrophoresis was conducted several times but the 

same result of double bands were shown in the gel. This indicated that the HSP33 gene was not knocked 

out. As a result, we could not study the mitochondrial function of the yeast because the HSP33 gene was 

not complete.  

 

Checking Duplications 

 The HSP33 BLAST showed that there were three other genes that had similar sequences with 

99%, 98% and 72% similarity to the HSP33 gene (Figure 5). This shows that there were duplications of 

the gene sequences of HSP33 that were not previously indicated in SGD. Since the sequences are so 

similar, it means that any four of these gene sequences could have been removed, which is the first band 

in the confirmation gel. However, the second band are the duplications that were amplified but their 

functions were not removed.  

 From the sample of 40 yeast genes, I found that 13% of the genes had duplications, also known as 

paralogs. These genes had paralogs indicated in SGD so students and faculty working on the project 

would be aware that these could cause double bands and choose another gene to conduct the knockout 

process. However, I found that 26% of the genes had duplications that were not indicated in SGD. As a 



 

 

result, these genes could cause double bands and this information would not be indicated in SGD. 

Students and faculty would be unaware of these bands causing issues so this could cause problems for 

future yeast research.  

 

Future Research and Applications 

 Identification of duplications is important because they indicate important information about the 

DNA sequences of yeast genes. They are also significant because they can cause off-target recombination 

during gene knockout procedures. These genes should be identified and recorded in the SGD system so 

future students can access this information before they start the gene knockout procedure. BLAST 

sequences can be conducted on a student’s gene of interest before the project in order to identify this 

issue. My research results will be sent to the Yeast ORFan gene project as a proposal to include the 

BLAST sequence method in student and faculty training modules.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

FIGURES 

 

Figure 1. Gene coexpression and interactions of the HSP33 gene.  

 

 

Figure 2. Gel electrophoresis product of the knockout Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) construct.  

 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 3. Yeast transformant colonies after the homologous recombination step.  

 

 

 

Figure 4. Image of the HSP33 transformant colonies double bands produced by the gel electrophoresis 
procedure.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Result from the BLAST (Basic Local Alignment Search Tool) of the HSP33 gene in the 
Saccharomyces Genome Database.  
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Table 1. List of genes with duplications that were indicated in the system in addition to genes that were 
not indicated.  

 

 



 

 

 

Table 2. Number and percent of yeast genes of unknown function which have duplications in the 
Saccharomyces Genome Database. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

Biofilms are communities of microorganisms in an extracellular polymeric substance (EPS) that 

provides them with protection and anti-resistance from host and antibiotics. Biofilms commonly occur in 

oral cavities, but when they get attached to a tooth surface, they develop an organized community of 

microorganisms called dental plaque, which can further increase the probability of dental cavities, 

gingivitis, and other oral diseases. Biofilms can also attach to medical devices and cause foreign body 

implant infections leading to multiple health problems. Because of their importance, research involving the 

formation and prevention of biofilms can help us understand and find better treatments for these infections. 

Bacterial biofilms are studied intensively, but fungal biofilms are less well known. AIM29 is a gene of 

unknown function in S. cerevisiae that has been implicated in biofilm formation. The aim of this study was 

to identify the role of AIM29 in biofilm formation using S. cerevisiae as a model organism. For this, we 

first knocked out our gene of interest, AIM29, and then confirmed the knockout using gel electrophoresis. 

On the other hand, cellular and subcellular localization of the protein was predicted using PSORTII and 

TMHMM. Additionally, the correlation of AIM29 with other genes was explored using GeneMania and 

SPELL Analysis. We were able to confirm that the PCR construct worked using gel electrophoresis. While 

confirming the knockout, triple and double bands were obtained due to off target amplification, which was 

eliminated at 67°C and the knockout was confirmed. Bioinformatics tools suggested that the protein is a 

cytoplasmic protein, and no correlation was found between AIM29 and other genes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

A biofilm is a community of microorganisms attached to a surface and embedded in a self-

produced matrix known as an extracellular polymeric substance (EPS). The biofilm matrix provides the 3-

D scaffold for biofilm development while protecting from the environmental assaults, making it critical 

for biofilm formation and complete expression of virulence by bacterial and fungal pathogens (Klein et al. 

2015). Furthermore, these microbes can adhere to different surfaces, including medical devices, and gain 

access to the bloodstream, which causes multiple infectious diseases in humans. Hence, biofilms are 

medically important as they contribute to drug- and immune-resistant infections in the body and on the 

surfaces of medical devices. 

The oral cavity contains innumerable microorganisms, and the interaction between these 

microorganisms and our diet leads to the formation of biofilms. Therefore, biofilms are an integral part of 

the oral cavity and can be highly diverse based on the types of microorganisms it contains. The mouth 

harbors beneficial microorganisms that generally exist on all oral surfaces and are necessary for the 

normal physiology of the oral cavity (Motallaei et al. 2021). However, dental plaque is a pathogenic 

biofilm found on the surface of teeth and contributes to dental cavities and periodontitis. These dental 

diseases result when a healthy balance of microorganisms is disturbed and can seriously affect one's 

overall health. 

Fungal biofilms leading to fungal infections pose a rising concern in the healthcare industry that 

needs to be explored. The yeast S. cerevisiae serves as an excellent model organism to study many 

cellular processes, including biofilm formation. Yeast is particularly suitable for understanding biofilm 

formation's genetic control because they develop rapidly, have a short life cycle, and are easy to grow and 

maintain in the laboratory. An additional advantage afforded by S. cerevisiae is the ease with which genes 

can be knocked out to assess gene function (Rea et al. 2010). Thus, S. cerevisiae will be a great model 

organism to study the genetics of biofilm formation in yeast.  



 
 

 

Like many other fungi, S. cerevisiae initiates biofilm formation by adhering to multiple surfaces 

and aggregating. Adhesion and flocculation are the major cellular processes that initiate and support 

biofilm formation in yeast. Flocculation is simply cells clumping together, whereas adhesion is the 

attachment of yeast cells to other abiotic surfaces. EPS production directly mediates both microbial 

adherence to a surface and flocculation while forming a polymeric matrix that enhances the mechanical 

stability of biofilms (Bowen et al. 2018). Biofilm formation occurs in several phases, including initial 

reversible attachment, irreversible attachment, bacterial colony formation, mature biofilm development, 

and cell dispersion (Chao and Zhang 2012). Based on this, to form biofilms, the bacteria or fungi must be 

able to adhere to surfaces and flocculate to form an irreversible attachment. Only after this can the 

microbes form a mature biofilm.  

Several genes play essential roles in biofilm formation in S. cerevisiae. Some of these are 

transcription factors like M1G1 that regulate the expression of other genes and play fundamental roles in 

both positive and negative regulation of biofilm formation through the regulation of hyphal formation and 

cell surface proteins responsible for adherence (Fanning and Mitchell 2012). The others are genes like the 

flocculin gene family, including FLO1, FLO5, FLO9, FLO10, and FLO11, that encode for cell wall 

proteins, which are essential for cell-cell adhesion (Vandenbosch et al. 2013). It is important to note that 

out of these genes, FLO1, FLO5, FLO9, and FLO10 confer cell-cell adhesion (flocculation), while 

FLO11 is responsible for adhesion to substrates (Guo et al. 2000). Some of these genes are overexpressed, 

whereas others are under expressed during biofilm formation.  

Another gene implicated in biofilm formation in yeast is AIM29. Although its specific function is 

unknown, null mutations of AIM29 increase biofilm formation and filamentous growth. Additionally, the 

null mutant exhibits increased oxidative stress resistance and general stress resistance but decreased 

desiccation resistance (SGD). As biofilms protect microorganisms from environmental stress, all these 

characteristics help connect the role of AIM29 in biofilm formation. 



 
 

 

Because of the importance of biofilms, characterizing the cellular mechanisms that regulate them 

and understanding the genetic basis of their variation is of great interest (Granek et al. 2013). Therefore, it 

is crucial to explore the role of AIM29 in biofilm formation. My research aims to study the difference in 

biofilm formation in the knockout strain compared to that in a parental strain. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Materials: 

Forward and reverse primers, 2X Q5 Master mix Hot start High Fidelity, Synthetic complete 

medium lacking uracil, Sterile water, Template DNA of URA3 gene, Agarose Powder, Fresh Tris-borate 

EDTA (Buffer), Used Tris-borate EDTA (Buffer), Ethidium bromide, Marker (pBR322 digested with 

Bstl.), SDS solution, ethanol. 

 

Methods: 

Construction of the PCR Knockout: 

 

The gene knockout procedure helped us to study the role of AIM29 gene by replacing it with the 

URA3 gene in the knockout strain. The knockout construct consists of a PCR fragment with the yeast 

URA3 gene flanked by sequences complementary 

to the regions immediately upstream and 

downstream of the AIM29 gene (Figure 1). 

Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) helped amplify 

a specific segment of URA3 gene template from the 

Figure 1 Amplification of the yeast URA3 gene through PCR. 



 
 

 

START to the STOP codon to build the knockout construct. The first 22 base pairs and last 20 base pairs 

of URA3 were targeted by forward and reverse primers respectively. Additionally, as shown in figure 1 

and 2, the primers added 60 bp that were homologous to the upstream and downstream regions of the 

coding sequence (Yeast Gene Knockout).  

  

Transformation of Yeast with the Knockout Construct 

The transformation step replaced the targeted AIM29 gene with URA3 gene provided by the PCR 

construct through homologous recombination 

(Figure 2). The parental yeast cells were made 

competent for transformation using the Frozen-EZ 

Yeast Transformation II Kit (Zymogen Research) 

and the knockout (KO) construct was introduced 

into the competent cells according to the kit’s 

protocol. The parental strain was URA3- and 

couldn’t grow on a medium lacking uracil. Therefore, the transformants were URA3+ and were selected 

by plating the transformed cells on Synthetic Complete medium lacking uracil.  

Confirmation of the Knockout Strain: 

Confirmation of the knockout was done by isolating DNA from the parental strain and 

transformants and carrying out a confirmation 

PCR that targets the AIM29 locus as seen in 

Figure 3 (Yeast Gene Knockout).  We used gel 

electrophoresis to compare the lengths of the 

parental strain PCR product to that of the 

knockout strain. The PCR product of the 

Figure 2 Knocking out AIM29 through transformation and 
homologous recombination. 

 Figure 3 Knockout confirmation by comparing the KO strain with 
the parental strain. 



 
 

 

parental strain DNA was expected to be 659 bp long. As URA3 gene is 336 bp longer than AIM29, the 

PCR products of the knockout were expected to be 995 bp long. Hence, the knockout PCR product should 

be of a greater length compared to that of the parental strain.  

 

Streaking the plates to Isolate the DNA: 

Initially, the confirmation PCR reactions indicated the presence of more than on PCR product, 

suggesting the possibility of contamination of the transformants with parental cells. Therefore, it was 

necessary to repurify the transformants by streaking them on a fresh plate. Using a petri plate containing 

YPD medium, our DNA was streaked on the agar plate to obtain a lower density of colonies. The plates 

were then incubated upside down at 30°C. Once an individual colony was obtained, the DNA isolated 

from an individual colony was followed by confirmation PCR reactions and this PCR product was loaded 

the gel to confirm the knockout. 

Checking confirmation primers using blast and genome browser: 

It is important for the primers to be highly specific so that they only bind to a particular target 

region on the DNA. Otherwise, there can be non-specific binding where our primers can bind to another 

site and amplify as well. This can result in double bands on the gel. There can even be the possibility of 

the presence of pseudogene that shares same sequence with our target but a longer or shorter length. In 

this case, there can be double bands on gel electrophoresis as well. To eliminate any of these mentioned 

possibilities, we checked for the specificity of our primers by using BLAST to look for off-target 

sequences identical or like the confirmation primers in the BY4741 genome. 

 

Bioinformatics Analysis for Cellular Localization of AIM29: 



 
 

 

To locate the gene’s product in the cell based on its protein sequence, we used Transmembrane 

Helices Hidden Markov Models (TMHMM) and PSORTII. TMHMM helped predict the path followed by 

amino acid chain if the protein is membrane-associated and know the probability of a protein being 

membrane-associated. Additionally,  PSORTII was used to predict the subcellular location of the protein 

using sorting signal motifs and amino acid content. 

Further, we analyzed the correlations between genes that might have similar roles by 

investigating physical and genetic interactions and co-expression data through GeneMania and Serial 

Pattern of Expression Levels Locator (SPELL) analysis. GeneMania looked at the correlations among a 

large set of data, whereas SPELL focused on DNA microarray expression data. GeneMania looked for co-

expression, physical interaction, genetic interaction, shared protein domains, and colocalization to predict 

the function of AIM29. 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

Confirmation of the Knockout using Gel Electrophoresis: 

Gel electrophoresis was used to confirm the successful production of the knockout construct. The 

PCR products were ran through gel electrophoresis and a single band of about 921bp length was obtained. 

This suggested that the PCR construct was successfully 

obtained (Figure 5).  



 
 

 

Once the transformation was carried out to knockout AIM29, it was confirmed using gel 

electrophoresis as well. The template DNA from two different yeast colonies were loaded on the gel 

along with the marker and parental strain. The result 

obtained indicated several bands for the marker, a shorter 

single band for the pafrental strain, and triple bands for 

the knockout strains instead of single bands (Figure 6). 

 

One suspected problem was the contamination 

of the KO cells with parental cells that could result in 

double bands. To correct this, we purified the KO cells 

by streaking them on an agar plate and then by isolating the 

DNA and from the purified KO colonies. The DNA from 

one single colony was used to run the PCR reaction, and the 

products of the PCR were then loaded on to the gel for gel 

electrophoresis. The results demonstrated the presence of 

two bands again for the knockout strain, whereas the 

parental strain and marker were again single bands. The 

single band received for the parental strain indicated a fragment of the expected size. Out of the two 

bands obtained for the knockout strain, one band was at the same level as that of the parental strain 

whereas the other band of knockout was shorter than that of the parental strain, as expected of a true 

knockout (Figure 7). It was confirmed that the double bands were repeatable.  

 

Figure 5. Gel electrophoresis to confirm the knockout 
strain. 

Figure 4. Gel electrophoresis to confirm the PCR 
construct 

Figure 6. Streaking of the plates to purify the DNA. 



 
 

 

Another possible reason for the occurrence of double bands for the knockout instead of single 

band can be the presence of duplicate genes or the 

primers being non-specific. To eliminate these 

possibilities, we checked for the specificity of our primers 

and the presence of pseudo genes using BLAST and the 

SGD genome browser. Upon checking, it was found that 

there was only a single hit for both the confirmation 

primers, forward and reverse. This confirmed that our 

primers were highly selective and can only bind to a 

single target.  

These repeated double bands indicate that the extra band may be due to off target amplification. 

Hence, we ran the PCR reactions at higher annealing temperatures than 59°C to make it highly specific. 

Upon running the gel of the new PCR products annealed at 61°C, 64°C, 67°C and 70°C, double bands 

were still recorded for  61°C and 64°C, but the desired single band was obtained at 67°C whereas no 

bands were recorded for 70°C (Figure 8). This suggests that off-target amplification was eliminated at 

67°C. The obtained single band for 67°C was at around 921 bp long as expected which further suggests 

that the knockout was confirmed.Cellular localization of the protein and Correlation with other genes: 

Figure 7. Gel electrophoresis of the purified DNA to 
confirm the knockout strain. 

Figure 8. Gel electrophoresis for the PCR products with different annealing temperatures. 

Figure 7. Gel electrophoresis of the purified DNA to 
confirm the knockout strain. 



 
 

 

TMHMM was used to predict if the protein is membrane associated or not based on the path 

followed by its amino acid chain. This amino acid from α-helical secondary structures that cross cell 

membranes which can be used to predict whether it lies in the cytoplasm, crosses the membrane, or lies 

outside the plasma membrane. The obtained graph was a straight line for inside, outside as well as 

transmembrane localization (Figure 9). This suggests that the AIM29 protein does not cross the 

membrane. Also, the predicted number of transmembrane helices was found to be zero, and there were no 

crest or trough present on the range covered by TMHMM, which indicates that the protein does not pass 

through the membrane. This suggested that the protein might be cytoplasmic. 

PSORTII was then used to predict the subcellular location of the protein based on its amino acid 

sequence, amino acid content, and sorting signal motifs. NNCN is a score that segregates the likelihood of 

a protein to be at either the nucleus or the cytoplasm and is calculated based on the amino acid 

composition (Lab Modules, 2015). This NNCN score was found to be 55.5 which is a high number 

suggesting a higher possibility of our protein being cytoplasmic. 

 

Both TMHMM and PSORTII suggested that the protein is a cytoplasmic protein but did not 

support this prediction strongly. This result is consistent with that found on SGD which states AIM29 to 

be a cytoplasmic protein as well. SGD mentions AIM29 to be a cytoplasmic protein based on high-

throughput experimental analysis, whereas our results used theoretical algorithms to predict the protein’s 

Figure 9. Graphical presentation of predicted amino acid path of protein using TMHMM. 



 
 

 

cellular and subcellular localization. While exploring the correlations of AIM29 with any other genes 

using SPELL analysis and GeneMania, the tools identified some interactions and genes that were co-

expressed with AIM29 but no association with any process was found. Hence, there were no hints 

regarding AIM29’s function.  

SUMMARY 

The results confirmed that we did knockout AIM29. While the possibilities of cross-

contamination were eliminated by repeating the gel electrophoresis again, the possibility for the presence 

of duplicate genes was eliminated using bioinformatics tools which showed a single hit for our 

confirmation primer. Since 59°C is a moderate temperature and not quite specific, there can be chances of 

off-target amplification. Hence, running the PCR reaction at a highly specific annealing temperature of 

67°C and then loading the gel for gel electrophoresis confirmed the elimination of off-target amplification 

at 67°C. Due to lack of time, we were unable to carry out our further procedures as planned to compare 

the biofilm formation of the knockout strain and the parental strain. 

The results from the bioinformatics tools indicate that AIM29 is a cytoplasmic protein, and this is 

consistent with the information provided on SGD mentioning AIM29 to most likely be a cytoplasmic 

protein as well. No cellular process or molecular function was identified for AIM29. 

 Future Research: 

Both the parental as well as the knockout strains of S. cerevisiae can be grown on a yeast extract-

peptone dextrose (YPD) medium at 30°C and then two main cellular processes involved in biofilm 

formation can be studied. An adherence assay can be used to compare the adherence between knockout 

and parental strains, whereas a cell clumping assay can help compare the flocculation between the two 

strains. 
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ABSTRACT 

Objects shape and define our surroundings through their multitude of roles as a retainer and 

representation of history and sociocultural relations, as an Idea, and as a functional item. Through the lens 

of the contemporary, industrial, and Arts and Crafts movement, the creation of 11 sculptural objects is 

examined based on theories of Platonic Forms, literary criticism (e.g. Structuralism and Deconstruction), 

and simulacra. In doing so, themes of mass production and hand crafting are explored, along with how 

memory-based associations affect the value(s) of the created objects. 
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BACKGROUND 

In daily life, a sense of stability is created through one's associations with their surroundings, 

largely because certain memories and definitions can be assigned to the surrounding objects. Objects 

define the space through their inhabitancy; they are perceived as the norm for the location and/or have a 

set purpose within that space. Norms and their associated sense of stability are implemented through an 

agreed upon set(s) of systems established by the relation of the signifier (e.g. sound, the printed word, or 

image) to signified (e.g. idea of concept). This signifier-signified duality references the real, non-idealized 

things, or the objects, in our daily existence. 

Signified, an object acts as an idea of a concept. As an Idea, a physicality or uniformity is not 

necessary; instead, the essential or defined traits exist based on real-life interactions with the object. 

These interactions create an amalgamated form or series of ideas leading to  a purely conceptual existence 

of the object(s). Plato (an Athenian philosopher) recognizes objects in this theoretical state as an Idea 

originating from the mind of God.  

From its state as an Idea, carpenters or artisans create imperfect versions (Allen, Handley 368). 

Through the actualization and defining of the object, a signifier is often designated prior or after an 

object’s existence, allowing for associations and functions to be given. For example, when thinking of a 

chair, many think of a four-legged chair versus a Windsor, wingback, or ladderback. By continuing to 

categorize through assigning further signifiers, the objects are able to inhabit a certain niche or location in 

our lives (e.g. a beach or lounge chair is used for outside purposes). This also allows for us to define the 

object as an essential or as a luxury based on branding, price, or daily actions.  

Additionally, as an object is actualized and its functions are defined, manipulations of the form 

begin to occur. Due to interactions with an object, a need for changes is created as it is recognized that the 

original form does not meet the intended use(s) for all individuals. Artists, or those holding similar design 

roles, then begin to introduce differences to the form. According to Plato, artists further corrupt the Idea 



 

 

through their replications or manipulations to the form. While there appears to be a resemblance to the 

regular object, it is only a replication that exists and fulfills certain criteria, function(s), or associations 

with the Idea. This replication is then defined as an art object through its inhabitance of locations, such as 

a gallery, or through the assigned function by the artist. 

It is through the categorization, including its assigned language, that we relate or define an 

object’s use, sign, and exchange value. Based on whether it is a typical or novel form, a use value may be 

assigned initially, in that it is both easy and sometimes unconsciously recognized for its base functions. 

With this initial use value, a language or sign value can be designated. If the sign value and/or use value is 

already existent, the exchange value may increase or decrease. This exchange value may be based upon 

the market or societal baseline for prices (scarcity versus surplus). However, this baseline may decrease 

or increase, depending on the person’s assigned monetary or personal value in that a person may not be 

interested in purchasing the object unless the exchange value seems fair. An assigned personal value may 

be the result of memories or associations with a specific person, object, or event.  

Objects have acted as a continued curiosity as a retainer and representation of history, 

sociocultural relations, an Idea, and as a functional item. They act as a form of transactional value but also 

as a marker of self, showcasing aspects of personality and class relations. To showcase their role, objects 

have led to the creation of locations focused on their oddities or role in history (wunderkammer, or 

cabinets of curiosity, and natural history museums), along with movements and approaches in society and 

art, such as the Arts and Crafts movement, Art Nouveau, and ready-made and found objects.   

The industrialization and mass production of objects allowed for the making of multiples. It 

reduced the need for craft related skills and relied on assembly-based or machine-based production as a 

pre-determined form allowed for the commodification and commercialization of the end product. An 

assumed uniformity existed among these mass produced objects, allowing for the consumer to see them as 

exact multiples with no faults. 



 

 

As a reaction against the industrialization and mass production of the objects, the Arts and Crafts 

movement began in England in the 1870s as the connection between maker and object were lost or 

discarded for the creation of cheaper products and the ability to assume traits of a higher class. Through 

the development of mass production, an alienation of labor occurred as the workers often were unable to 

see or use the final product; their role was limited to the production of a singular part of an assembled 

product or the maintenance of the machine responsible for the creation of the product. Mass production 

allowed for the creation of multiples and the removal of a necessity for craft skills and its related 

production time. 

As a rejection of industrialization, the Arts and Crafts movement reasserted the importance of 

craft skills and its related labor. This involved the development of terminology, such as “hand making,” to 

allow for a separation to occur between mass production and individual objects (Krugh 282). Such 

distinctions allow for the formation of ideologies and for discussions to occur. The Arts and Crafts 

movement is centralized on three ideas: a unity of art between craftsmen and artists, a joy in labor, and 

design reform (Krugh 282). All of these ideas were possible or acted upon in the workshop, an area in 

which ideas and skills can be exchanged. Having the individuals be actively involved in the singular 

production and design of an object allowed for them to have an invested interest. They could derive joy in 

creating and using the object for themselves as they showcase their existing skill. 

As a joy in creating exists and the maker interacts with the object, they are able to embody their 

emotions into the resulting work. A law of contagion states that an object is able to acquire the essence or 

aura of the source, or maker, through physical contact (Judge et al. 20). This allows for the intention and 

feelings of the maker to be imbued within an object. Rose Slivka, a crafts expert and American writer, 

speaks of a moment in which transfiguration occurs, an “exchange of presence between the maker and the 

object” (Garber 11). Through the laboring required for hand made creation, the energy of the maker is 

passed to the object as it is formed through manipulation and consumption of time. The resulting object is 

an actualization of an Idea. It receives the energy of the maker as through expending physical and mental 



 

 

energy to shape and manipulate the mediums, the maker is often exhausted. In the Arts and Crafts 

movement, a focus was placed on this transfer of energy as through a joy in labor, the individual would 

transfer positive energy. 

 While there appears to be a resemblance to the regular object, it is only a replication that exists 

and fulfills certain criteria, function(s), or associations with the Idea. When approaching or coming into 

contact with an object, preconceived notions exist due to personal experience with and/or knowledge of 

the object. These interactions appear prescribed or set. However, it is through assigned function, location, 

and perspective that the interaction with the object differs. Objects have the ability to condition or 

influence interactions within the space; when objects become an assumed part of daily life in their stable 

function and appearance, they eventually adopt a non-appearance. The object is no longer individualized 

and they become almost a part of the periphery as their function and existence feels permanent or long-

lasting, allowing them to fit into the role as ready-to-hand (Thomas 149-150). They are so engulfed in the 

assumption of function and their assigned role that consideration of the object’s condition and form is not 

acknowledged until the assumed stability or function is lost. 

 The simulacrum refers to the conceptualization of objects as we are often faced by 

representations, copies, or creations that resemble the object. This is referential to Plato as according to 

his concept the false, or physical, copy is removed and disconnected from the original, or ideal, object 

(Allen, Handley 369). The definition of simulacrum can be divided into three different meanings: 1) 

representation of the real, 2) an object existing between reality and representation, and 3) “hyperreality,” 

in which the replica takes the place of the real (Culea, Suciu 185-186). Jean Baudrillard, a French 

philosopher and cultural theorist, notes that in the age of the hyperreal, the image often precedes the 

object.  

 The difference between an object made through industrialization and through hand making is the 

presence of the maker. In industrialization, there is little to no chance of showcasing craftsmanship or a 

joy of labor as the individual is removed from the final product. They are instead tasked with creating or 



 

 

refining a singular part and are part of a chain of workers. Often, the resulting product is marketed 

towards a higher social class or a location inaccessible to the workers. While the workers become 

increasingly assigned a use, the details and definable features of the object allow for it to have a 

progressively more specific story or existence, allowing it to take on almost human specific features. It is 

through our ability to make these personal ties or memories that the object is seen as unique despite the 

potential mass production of the specific object.  

For a hand made object, an existing history of craft and knowledge is passed down through 

generations and is improved upon through experimentation of the techniques and material. It can allow 

for the maker to spend time with the individual parts and be an involved part of the assembly and selling 

of the product or in determining the final function of the product. 

 

MATERIALS, PROCESS, AND MAKING: 

Molds: Mug, Tree Trunk, Section of Tree Limb 

Smooth-On Rebound 25 was the product used for the moldmaking; it is a brush-on mold. This 

material was chosen due to its flexibility which is optimal for deep undercuts unlike other material grades, 

like Rebound 40 which is less flexible.  

For each object, Mann Ease Release 200 was used as a release agent from the mold, meaning that 

the Smooth-On would not adhere or become stuck to the object or surface on which the object was sitting. 

For the wood, I had to seal it first. So, based on recommendations from Professor Michael McFalls, I 

applied two coats of shellac.  

Once 4-8 coats of Rebound 25 were applied, the mold was then cured over a 24-36 hour period. 

The amount of coat applied depended upon the undercuts present and the intended use and predicted 

number of casts. For example, when making the molds of the logs, due to the ridges of the bark and 



 

 

gravity, the material would pool more towards the bottom until it would get to a tacky stage. So, in order 

to have a full coverage of the Rebound 25 in certain areas, more application was required.  

After the molds were fully cured, I then created a mother mold. The mother mold stabilizes the 

form and ensures that it retains the intended shape. While there are other methods to create a mother 

mold, I chose to use burlap and plaster. The burlap was cut into strips, whose sizes were determined by 

doing rough measurements according to the dimensionality of the mold. A seam line was determined; 

then, the plaster was mixed and the strips were dipped into the plaster. The plaster-coated strips were then 

put onto the mold. As I chose to make one-part molds, meaning that the mold was not broken down into 

two or more parts, the mother mold would only be two parts that would interlock or overlap at the chosen 

seamline. One part of the mother mold would be created at a time, with hours allotted in between creating 

the second part to allow for the plaster to dry and lose a majority of its moisture content. During the 

creation of the second part of the mother mold, vaseline was placed along the seam line to exist as a 

barrier between part one of the mother mold and part two of the mother mold. This barrier would prevent 

the plaster from sticking together. 

For the mug, I originally had a mother mold; however, due to the application of the plaster or the 

stress on the mother mold, it eventually fell apart. Prior to the mother mold’s deterioration, I was able to 

produce 3 mugs that had minor fail points due to air bubbles. For example, with one mug, the air bubbles 

caused the handle to not be fully intact.  

After the mother mold was no longer usable, I then had to rely on wrapping duct tape and 

applying hot glue to the seam line to decrease the possibility of the plaster leaking through the seam line. 

Due to the hollow inside of the mug, I had to put other materials (i.e. plastic wrap, small plastic cups) to 

fill and support the interior form. With the casts of the mug, while each mug has the general mug shape (a 

cup with a handle), the form becomes increasingly distorted and potentially disproportionate to the 

original mug because of its lack of a mother mold. 



 

 

In the beginning, I did not feel as connected with the materials or objects as I was mostly 

focusing on demolding the casts and mixing the material for the next cast. It felt as if it was an endless 

production in which numerous pieces were possible, especially as it felt difficult or impossible to find or 

assign a significance on the number of each object. Yet, I did feel more present in the process once I 

began to manipulate the inside and outside of the molds through the absence of the mothermold. As this 

occurred, the end product was not determined and allowed for further experimentation and curiosity to 

occur. Furthermore, through the placement and arrangement, the number needed could be narrowed down 

and a narrative or presentation could be created in the attempt to create a dialogue. 

In Object #1, I am referencing mass production (Fig. 1). The mass production of the mugs, 

emphasized by the continuous line of the shelf, brings the mug's original purpose and value into question. 

Its significance is increasingly reliant on each replica’s differences as its original value is compromised 

through its material and loss of function. Instead, value is assigned through the process and time spent 

with the object. Instead, as a consumer, I am recreating the value as I am personally involved in the 

making process and elevating its value in others’ eyes through the mugs’ gradual deterioration. Each mug 

has details that cannot be replicated again. This is in part because of the flexibility of its mold and the 

absence of a mother mold.   

 



 

 

         

        Figure 1. Object #1 

 

While the exterior structure of the mug was maintained, for the interior to be maintained, objects 

had to be added. These internal forces acted upon the interior to ensure that a recognizable form was 

created; however, through inconsistent objects for the mugs’ interior, the end result, or the effect that 

these forces had on the shape, changed each time. So, while this object may be a consumable form 

(something commonly seen and purchased by the consumer), its individual differences are reinstating 

value. 

The other objects, the half log and the section of a branch, are not normally replicated, much less 

mass produced. A major point of familiarity with the object is the texture. As the mold captured the 

texture of the bark, it invoked our familiarity with nature, specifically trees. In this manner, it then entered 

the third-order simulacra. While there is a familiarity in the a replicated form, it becomes more important 

than the original object in its placement in a gallery setting and its distortions, which further create a gap 

between the original and the replicas. Similar to the mug casts, force was applied to the mold to 

manipulate the form. These forces were external and changed the overall shape and sometimes the point 



 

 

of balance, which would require for some casts to balance on another cast. When installing the casts of 

Object #2, I thought of the layout of trees in forests and how some experience phototropism or loss of 

stability in their roots (Fig. 2). For the piece comprised of half logs, Object #3, I was experimenting with 

external forces and its direct manipulation of the original form (Fig. 3, 4, 5).  

 

      

     Figure 2. Object #2 



 

 

 

     Figures 3, 4, 5. Object # 3 

 

Unlike with Object #1, Object #3 does not contain a half log that is a perfect cast and only 

showcases the manipulations. In this piece, I am attempting to defamiliarize the half log form but rely on 

the human perception of the object and the ability to connect that texture to the original object. So, while 

the original object may not be immediately determined, the texture is meant to hint at and point the 

audience in the direction of a half log. When placed near Object #2, this connection may be made easier 

as it more closely resembles the original form of the section of a branch. Yet, with both Objects #2 and 

#3, I am using objects that are not typically replicated. This may create an eeriness with the objects or a 

familiarity that cannot be placed immediately.  

 Again, I am relying on human perception to make connections. Human perception is complex in 

that it does not only perceive the objects or shapes, it also perceives meaning. According to Pinna and 



 

 

Reeves, “each perceptual object has a shape that conveys and signifies one or more meanings that are 

related to other meanings creating a whole complex net of perceptual meanings that is the world we 

perceive in everyday life” (226). While there may be a typical association with the bark texture and the 

log, its shape may have multiple meanings or have specific memory/references for each viewer. While the 

individual log may not have a significant presence by itself, through the grouping or multiples of other 

logs, its presence increases and further meaning may be applied or created (Pinna and Reeves 228).  

 

Collection and Hand Making of Objects 

 The forms for the objects created in Fall 2021 were decided upon based on personal association 

and daily interactions. While initially the object was defined or created based on its assumed function and 

the questioning of its stability, personal associations and connections were made as time was further spent 

with the materials. 

The wood for Stasis:Blooming&Wilting, In Transitus, Rise and Fall, and the exterior paneling 

and door of Revolving were sourced from the Columbus area or around my family’s home in Franklin, 

GA, and Sharpsburg, GA. The cedar wood for Stasis was kept as is and was not manipulated. For In 

Transitus and Rise and Fall, machinery was used to manipulate the wood with the hand present in 

determining the presentation and assembly of the final form. In Transitus is made of wood previously 

used for flooring of a horse trailer, as such I am not sure of its species (Fig. 6). Rise and Fall is made of 

cherry wood from my mother’s land (Fig. 7). The seat portion of Rise and Fall is based off of the cookie, 

or slice of the trunk, after the bark was removed and the surface was sanded, while the legs were cut into 

rectangular prisms and then turned on a lathe. 

The materials Parting and Dispersal and Fading were purchased; however, their text was 

borrowed from books that were previously owned by my sister’s dad, Dean, and were aged from use. For 

Parting and Dispersal, the text was transferred onto the surface via carbon paper. This process involved 



 

 

printing a to-scale photocopy of the hymns and tracing the material by hand (Fig. 8, 9). For Fading, I 

learned screen printing, and through experimenting with the fabric, I placed extra material to create an 

evenness in the material (Fig. 10,11). This was necessary for certain areas, like the pockets and the back 

of the shirt, as extra material was present and would prevent even  

 

Figure 6. In Transitus 

Figure 7. Rise and Fall 

 

printing. Additionally, due to the thinness of the lines present, glycerin was added to a portion of 

Speedball Fabric Screen Printing Ink to increase dry time on the screen. 

The 1/8” and 5/16” metal rods for Stasis:Blooming&Wilting were purchased from Jones Welding 

& Industrial Supply, Inc. (Fig. 12, 13, 14). The 1/4” sheet metal for Tempering and orchid blooms and 



 

 

leaves of Stasis were provided by the Fabrication Lab of Columbus State University, with use possible 

due to student fees. For the combs and orchid blooms and leaves, a template was created in Adobe 

Illustrator and then translated into a NC file for a CNC machine to cut out the shapes. After the shapes 

were cut out, I used metal hammers and an anvil to manipulate the forms. For Tempering, I used a form 

based off a two-in-one mirror and comb kit purchased from Joey’s (Fig. 15). I was focused on the 

definition of the comb and its interaction with the viewer. Through manipulation, the interaction and role 

(and thus, function) of the form would change. For the orchids, I created a template that could be 

assembled, so, in shaping the pieces, I would test the potential for assembly until I decided on a final 

form. This final form was then welded together. This same approach was used for the leaves, in terms of 

manipulating the material and of welding it to the structure after a final form was decided upon. 

 

Figures 8, 9. Parting and Dispersal 



 

 

 

Figure 10, 11. Fading  

 



 

 

 

Figures 12, 13, 14. Stasis:Blooming&Wilting, Figure 15. Tempering 

 

               



 

 

              Figure 16. Revolving 

 

Figure 17. Fluctuation (Magnolia) 

While the wood framing behind Revolving and the plywood for Parting and Dispersal was 

purchased at a Home Depot in Columbus, GA, I am not aware of the material origin. The framing felt 

necessary for Revolving as it would push the material further out from the existing wall and allow for 

interaction with the door (Fig. 16). For Fluctuation, I was learning how to wood turn on a lathe and 

correctly use the associated tools, as such the material (cedar, magnolia, and spalted hackberry) was 

provided (Fig. 17). The size of each bowl was determined by the provided blanks (or cylindrical pieces of 

wood); however, I did try to retain as much of the material as possible, meaning that I wanted to decrease 

the amount of material that would be turned into shavings. The form was based on wanting to change 

interaction with the surface it sat on (presence or absence of lip of bowl and footing) and with the person 

holding it. 

 

 

 



 

 

RESULTS OF MAKING: 

Mass Production and Simulacra 

Today, mass production is an aspect of our daily lives. Through mass production, the personal 

value of an object can decrease as the consumer is no longer directly involved in the making process. 

However, branding and associated markers can increase the exchange value exponentially, especially if 

there is a limited amount. Nonetheless, because of the multiplicity of the objects and the loss of 

individuality, purchasing an object of the same appearance can be easy. 

Simulacra often refers to the replication of an object or when “something... looks or is made to 

look like something else” (Culea, Suciu 186). With Object #1, as I continued to cast and reference the 

original form, I was looking at the first-order of simulacra, which is the basic reality or the representation 

of the original or real object. However, as the mug mold was continuously casted, the initial value of the 

mug began to be questioned. It became less special or significant as another mug could be easily 

produced. Additionally, while the mug retained its general shape, it became more representational of a 

mug as it could no longer function as originally intended. The original form was being distorted by the 

objects used to maintain the interior space of the mug.  

This transition from actual to representational falls in line with the second-order of simulacra, an 

in-between state where the real and representational are blurred (Culea, Suciu 186). While the mug’s 

original value and function are lost, the individualities of its casts begin to become more important and 

interesting than the original form. This is intentional as the deterioration of the form is meant to take 

precedence over the original form and invoke third-order simulacra. Third-order simulacra occurs when a 

hyper-reality is created and in which the representational becomes more important than the real. 

These same relations of the mug to order of simulacra can be paralleled with the tree casts. 

However, while there is an assumed function from a mug that can be continued to the mold, this is not as 

translatable to the tree casts. This is because the wood would be used for various purposes, such as fuel 



 

 

for a fire or the material being used for the creation of other objects, or it would have been left to 

deteriorate. Through the multiplicity and manipulation of the casts, attention is drawn to the texture and a 

connection can be made to the originating form, fulfilling the first-order simulacra. Nonetheless, the only 

connector between the original form and the cast is the texture, so, through the manipulation of the mold 

and the resulting cast, in Object #2, it is further removed from the real and becomes representational. 

Additionally, through the placement of Object #3, it becomes similar to or representational of a copse of 

trees that have been sheared. Such connections can allow for discourse to be generated based on current 

topics (i.e. deforestation, anthropocene, etc.). 

 

Hand Making of Objects 

 It is when personal value is introduced through history, interaction, and making that an object is 

no longer easily replaceable. As each object was made, I was able to affect the assembly and end product.  

While the CNC machine allowed for some mass production, similar to when the mother mold was 

removed from the casting process, once I changed the metal forms with the hammer and anvil, the 

working hand was added back into the piece, ensuring that each resulting orchid bloom was not the same 

and had individual characteristics. This was essential as I wanted to illustrate different stages of the 

orchid’s life cycle. Personal associations began with the choice of making metal orchids as my family 

would give the real flower to my late Grannie. The durability of the metal contrasts the fragility and 

transience of a real orchid’s bloom, reflecting the flowers’ momentary ability to provide visual beauty 

until it wilts. 

With the pieces made from wood, a reductionist approach was present, meaning that only 

material could be removed and not added. This limiting of and singularity of the material increases the 

value as it cannot be reproduced. An intention, or deliberateness, has to be present in the planning stage as 

the removal of material in an incorrect or thoughtless manner could lead to splitting or an unstable form 



 

 

that cannot be used. Such intention was also present in the screenprinting on the shirts as once the ink was 

set into the material, it cannot be removed or redone. As I bought the shirts from thrift stores, it would not 

be possible to buy another as the brand may have produced later designs or may no longer exist. 

Additionally, if bought brand new, an existing history of use and location would not be present. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Overall, through the creation of the two bodies of work, I explored the mass production of objects 

and the individual creation by hand.  

In the exploration of mass production, through the mug, the adoption of the image occurred as the 

object became further defined by its assumed function and defined characteristics until it was determined 

or observed that it could no longer fulfill its assumed purpose. For the tree casts, the original function was 

lost through the cast process as the plaster material could no longer fulfill the role of the material wood. 

Instead, the plaster material adopted the texture and form of the wood and through the manipulation of the 

mold, the casts were able to produce possibilities while in a malleable form that were not possible for the 

wood. It broaches a feeling of familiarity but the material choice of plaster points to a sense of 

unnaturalness as the casts are repeatedly removed from the original material. 

 In a rejection of mass production, I focused on the creation of individual objects, allowing for the 

input of self in every portion as I was able to further assign personal associations with the objects as I 

spent time with them. While initially defining the object due to their function or typical features, I was 

able to input my experience through the learning process of the material and the connections to the daily 

or past experiences.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

Theatre students in the performance track at Columbus State University receive two years of acting 
training via the Meisner technique. The Meisner technique is an acting method developed by Sanford 
Meisner and centers around “The Reality of Doing”, which is truthful, honest response in imaginary 
circumstances. The training at CSU is applied solely in live stage performances and neglects the growing 
television/film industry. This alternative to thesis concentrates on the similarities and differences of not 
only the technicalities of film/television v. live theatre, but also the acting processes involved regarding the 
Meisner Technique. This is considered through two performances of Scene VIII from the play Doubt by 
John Patrick Shanley, where the characters Sister Aloysius and Mrs. Muller were portrayed by Maggie 
Silvey and Gabrielle Story respectably. The scene was first filmed by Kenny Butler and Braxton Lee and 
was then performed on stage in front of a live audience. The filmed and live scene were viewed by the 
audience, followed by a brief talkback about the process. In addition to the videos, the author provided 
journals written throughout this process regarding scene selection, character work, and rehearsals.   
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Introduction 
 

Acting is like writing a thesis: You have a blank page in front of you, and your only option is to 

jump straight in and create something real, honest, and unapologetically truthful. You do not know where 

it will lead, but you have a basic outline, a hungry audience, and a chance to make a difference. During our 

time in college, we learn a vast collection of skills to add to our “acting tool box.” Some things we will use 

in our everyday life; others, we will only use on occasion. Though we learn numerous lessons, it is 

apparent that we are missing some elements, such as the ability to apply these lessons to a film setting. As 

most people know, we live in an age where we watch and stream television and movies on a daily basis 

and this aspect of the entertainment industry is constantly growing and changing. In addition, the film and 

television industry provides the majority of jobs for actors today. All theatre majors receive an opportunity 

to get involved in the live theatre setting, whether it be in our Mainstage productions, student-directed 

shows, or even live stage-readings. However, many students will never participate in a filmed production 

or receive those skills before they graduate.  

 

 In the BFA Theatre Performance track at Columbus State University, students receive two years of 

“Meisner Technique” acting training.. Although we are well-versed in the application of this technique in 

the live theatre setting, there are many things we have yet to learn when it comes to film. One key lesson 

we learn in our classes is the power of “adjustment”. Whether this is adjusting to our surroundings or our 

scene partner, actors must learn to be flexible. By comparing and contrasting the technicalities of both film 

and live stage settings, I will be able to expound on how the specific Meisner technique is used in various 

situations. I will focus on character preparation, stage placement/staging, and the specific use of the 

Meisner technique from a scene in the play Doubt by John Patrick Shanley. My goal for this project is to 

aid my fellow students in their journey into the entertainment industry and prepare them for what is to 

come when we leave Columbus State University and embark on our own individual expeditions beyond.  

 



 
 

 

Doubt: A Parable 

 

For my thesis, I chose to perform Scene VIII from John Patrick Shanley’s Doubt. This scene was 

performed both on film and in a live theatre setting at Columbus State University. The scene was filmed 

by Kenneth Butler and Braxton Lee, and the two characters within the scene were portrayed by Maggie 

Silvey (Sister Aloysius) and Gabrielle Story (Mrs. Muller). Doubt was written by John Patrick Shanely. 

Previous works of his were performed off-Broadway, including Saturday Night at the War (1978), and his 

collection of one-act plays, such as Welcome to the Moon (1982). He is also known for his play Danny and 

the Deep Blue Sea (1984), his first two screenplays, Moon-struck and Five Corners (1987), and countless 

other works (“John Patrick Shanely Biography”). Doubt was written in 2004 and premiered on Broadway 

in 2005, where the play won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama and the Tony Award for Best Play (Shanley). In 

2008, Doubt was adapted into a film. This movie was later nominated for many Academy Awards. 

Shanley’s writing centers around his life experiences and though they are rooted in some truth, he explores 

the great “What if…?” of dramatic, ordinary circumstances with ordinary people. Growing up in Bronx, 

New York, Shanely was enrolled in Catholic school, but was later asked to leave (“John Patrick Shanley 

Biography”). He drew from his experience with nuns and the ongoing media discussion on sexual abuse in 

the Catholic church, and entertwined this with his notorious intense dialogue and dramatic circumstances 

to create the award-winning play, Doubt.   

The play, set in 1964 Bronx, New York, centers around a Catholic church and school where the 

principal, Sister Aloysius, strongly suspects the priest, Father Flynn, of having improper relations with one 

of the male students. Throughout the play, Sister Aloysius uses the aid of a young nun and teacher at the 

school, Sister James, to help her confront Father Flynn and protect the children. The male student in 

question, Donald Muller, happens to be the only African American student in the school, which adds 

another dimension to Sister Aloysius’ problem. She attempts to contact Mrs. Muller, Donald’s mother, and 

discuss the possible allegations against Father Flynn. Mrs. Muller chooses to leave the situation alone, and 



 
 

 

Sister Aloysius proceeds to confront Father Flynn about his suspected actions. Subsequently, Father Flynn 

leaves the school and Sister Aloysius finally expresses her doubt about the situation.  

Scene VIII involves an intense conversation between Sister Aloysius and Mrs. Muller about Father 

Flynn’s relationship with Mrs. Muller’s son, Donald. The scene begins with light conversation, but quickly 

escalates into a discussion of Father Flynn’s and Donald’s relationship. The women discuss that the man 

should be the one responsible in this situation and that the child should not be to blame, but Sister Aloysius 

continues to push the severity of the situation. Finally, Mrs. Muller makes the decision to do nothing about 

the situation, and pleads with Sister Aloysius to leave the circumstance alone. Sister Aloysius disagrees 

and Mrs. Muller explains that her son is homosexual and, as a result, already has enough problems to deal 

with because of his father’s abusive tendencies. As Sister Aloysius realizes that Mrs. Muller will not help 

her, she dismisses the situation and Mrs. Muller gives one last plea for her son to be left out of Sister 

Aloysius’ plan before she leaves the office. In the 2008 film adaptation, Viola Davis played Mrs. Muller, 

and Meryl Streep starred as Sister Aloysius.  

 
 
 

What is the Meisner Technique? 

 

 Though it is highly debated, there is no “ultimate acting technique.” All acting techniques can and 

have been used to develop over hundreds of thousands of productions and are all valid ways of creating 

art. The main focus of this project will be directed towards traditional American Acting Training, and 

specifically the technique developed by Sanford Meisner. This technique, along with many of the other 

principal techniques and methods, stemmed from the work of Konstantin Stanislavski. Stanislavski’s 

technique is based on a “practical point of view” and “suggests specific techniques that help actors develop 

a state of mind and body that encourages ‘experiencing’ branching from the ‘sense of self” (Hodge 8). The 

Moscow Art Theatre came to the United States in the early 1920s to bring this teaching to the stage. As 

actors began to learn and grow, they created their own companies. Amongst the most prominent of these in 



 
 

 

the 1930s was called the “Group Theatre,” where actors (including famous acting teacher Lee Strasberg) 

used ensemble relationships to strengthen their performances on stage and to create a more “real” and 

personal performance (Cofresi). Referring to this, famous playwright Arthur Miller said “It was not only 

the brilliance of ensemble acting, which in my opinion has never been equalled since in America but the 

air of union created between actors and the audience.” (Meisner and DiMarco 8). From here, theatre was 

changed forever. Because of their development of new approaches and innovative procedures, many actors 

emerged as prominent teachers of their own techniques in New York in the 1950s and 1960s, such as “Lee 

Strasberg (at the Actors Studio), Stella Adler (at the Stella Adler Conservatory), and Sanford Meisner (at 

the Neighborhood Playhouse)” (Hodge 145). When these studios formed, many trained actors branched 

from the live theatre track to the film set amid the Golden Age of Hollywood (1930-1945). As these new 

acting techniques began to grow in popularity, countless actors, many of whom are known today for their 

exemplary work and talent, trained with these teachers and became household names in both theatre and 

film. For example, Barbra Streisand (Foy), Marlon Brando, and Robert De Niro are a few well-known 

actors who trained with Lee Strasberg himself or studied his method (“Lee Strasberg-American 

Director”).  

Sanford Meisner (1905-1997) was a famous acting teacher known for developing the Meisner 

Technique. His teaching has been used across the globe for many years and is used consistently to this day 

(Scheiffele 3). Some Meisner-trained actors include Gregory Peck, Grace Kelly, Sam Rockwell, and 

Sandra Bullock (“About the Meisner Technique…”). As film became a more popular industry, many 

actors left the stage to pursue more money and/or a new path, and brought these new techniques to the 

silver screen.  

“Acting is living truthfully under imaginary circumstances” - Sanford Meisner. One common 

misconception is that acting is simply deception. However, this is far from the truth. Acting is finding the 

truth in imaginary situations. Whether it be on stage or on film, an actor must fully live out each moment 

to send the audience into a different world. Here at Columbus State University in the BFA Theatre 



 
 

 

Performance Track, we receive two years of Meisner Training. Though most of the acting experience we 

have is on the stage, this training can apply to both film and television as well.  

The essence of the Meisner technique is that the actor should truly experience their emotions 

instead of simply pretending to go through what their character is going through. This makes the actor 

develop the habit of being honest and truthful in their actions (Shirley 200). Throughout the training, an 

actor studies these main points: “The Reality of Doing” with the addition of personalization, attentive 

listening to establish contact with one’s partner, truthful response, and justification of one’s actions. This is 

done through the existence of exercises and activities. The goal of these activities is to make an actor focus 

on their instincts, which encourages spontaneity (Radreigvez). As said by William Esper, a prominent 

acting teacher trained by Sanford Meisner himself, “Meinser said that acting without spontaneity is like 

soup without salt- it’s stale, flat, and totally unprofitable.” (Radreigvez). This spontaneity stems from the 

actor getting out of their own head and acting only on impulses (Mink). This “reality of doing” puts the 

audience in the position of living in the moment with the actor, as opposed to merely watching the 

fabricated circumstance. The first exercise in Meisner training is the repetition exercise. This encourages 

the actor to get out of their head and react truthfully by taking all words away and only repeating what 

your partner says, until an observation of a change in behavior moves in on you  (see Appendix A). The 

actor must truly listen to their partner, and vice versa. The actors are not pretending to listen to one 

another, but are actually doing it. One of the core values of the Meisner technique is that an actor should 

never do anything unless something makes them do it (Scheiffele 3). The repetition exercise sets a baseline 

for not only establishing a connection with one’s partner (often referred to as “contact”), but also having a 

point of view in which one responds truthfully. When Sanford Meisner was teaching repetition to a group 

of students, he explained, “Already it has become human speech, hasn’t it? First there’s mechanical 

repetition. Then there’s the repetition from your point of view… That’s already human conversation, isn’t 

it?” (Meisner and Longwell 23). From here, the repetition exercise develops into the “pinch and ouch” 

version. This means that instead of a partner responding to an observation with the same observation, they 

can respond spontaneously and do not have to repeat the exact words of their partner. For example, when 



 
 

 

someone pinches another person in real life, the person may not automatically say “You pinched me!” but 

instead say “Ouch!” This is a truthful, spontaneous response to what their partner has done to them and 

makes the repetition exercise closer to reality.  

After this exercise, the next concrete action is the development of the activity, which holds many 

elements related to the Stanislavsky method, including the want or objective, given circumstances, 

justification, and stakes (Krasner 131). Exercises consist of two acting partners; Both actors engage in 

repetition when one actor enters through the door in the studio while the other is already in the room 

working on an activity of their creation. The activity has many layers that are introduced one at a time 

throughout the training until it is fully realized. The activity must have the following characteristics: It 

must take up 100% of the actor’s concentration, be personal, physically difficult, and urgent. The actor 

coming to the door must have an urgent and specific reason why they need a physical item from the other 

actor. The purpose of the activity is to force the actor to listen and respond to their partner truthfully while 

focusing completely on a task, which takes their mind off of the “text,” puts them in their body, and 

encourages them to act on their impulses. 

 Once this has been formed, the actors will move on to emotional preparation. Emotional 

preparation is when the actor takes the given circumstances of a scene and asks themselves “how does this 

make me feel?” This is used when an actor must enter a scene emotionally full and ready to engage (“The 

Meisner Technique: An Acting Methodology” 6). The actor goes into the back room of the studio with a 

developed “springboard” phrase. The “springboard” is a word or phrase that kick-starts a daydream or 

fantasy for the actor without targeting an emotional result. For example, an actor can have the phrase 

“Makes me feel like a God” or “It makes me want to throw myself out of a window.” When it comes to 

emotional preparation, one common misconception is that this is “affective memory,” which is from the 

Strasberg method. “Affective Memory calls on the actor to recall emotions the actor felt in their own lives 

and inject those emotions and feelings into their character, when their character faces similar 

circumstances” (Phillips, “What is Affective Memory?”). However, the actor is not recalling a moment 

from their past, but rather delving into their imagination to create a fantasy related to a specific emotional 



 
 

 

point of view (Esper and DiMarco, Art and Craft 204). Sanford Meisner made sure to inform his students 

repeatedly that emotional preparation is to be used for the first moment, but shouldn’t be held onto 

throughout the entirety of the scene. The actor should still allow themselves to be affected by their partner 

while being in touch with their given circumstances, but they must never come into the scene empty 

(Meisner and Longwell 78). Once taught, emotional preparation is used by both actors in the activity 

exercise, and is eventually used when needed in scripted scenes.  

After emotional preparation is understood, an actor learns how to condition a relationship with 

their scene partner. This is done by establishing the conventional and unconventional relationship based 

solely on extremely detailed facts. The conventional relationship is who the person is to the actor literally; 

for example, a sister, childhood friend, or significant other. The unconventional relationship is who the 

person is to the actor based on their actions and feelings, for example, “a thorn in my side,” or “my 

savior.” The unconventional relationship is based in fact and specificity. This helps the actor truly connect 

to their partner. They ask themselves “what does this person mean to me?” When applying this to the 

Meisner class at Columbus State, we conditioned relationships in our activities. One actor would create a 

relationship with their partner, but would only tell them what the conventional relationship is. When 

working on this activity outside of class, the actor would do their “homework.” This involved the creation 

of facts about their partner, the relationship, and the situation they created. The actor will say these facts 

out loud to themselves and repeat as many times as necessary. Once these facts are ingrained in them, they 

will then ask themselves: “who is this person to me now?” This solidifies the unconventional relationship 

and the actor can then ask themselves “Can I express this without language? Perhaps through a sound or 

movement?” This forces the actor to take what they feel about their partner out of their head and into their 

body. It makes them truly feel how they feel in the moment about the relationship. This is later applied to 

scenes when the facts are already created by the playwright and the actors are given the conventional 

relationship. From there, the actors can define their own unconventional relationship based on the given 

circumstances and can do their homework to truly make the relationship personal. 



 
 

 

Finally, once this skill is developed, the actor learns about impediments, character ideas, and 

particularization. Each of these distinct categories guides the actor to do “homework,” which is taking the 

time individually to redefine moments and make the character’s truth one’s own. This “homework” can 

then be modified to apply to both film and stage. Impediments are simply alterations of a person’s mental 

or physical state. This can involve intense pain, drug use (alcohol/cocaine/marijuana/etc.), physical 

alterations (limping/stutter/blindness/etc.), or psychological impediments (OCD/PTSD/Bipolarity/etc.). 

These impediments require the actor to spend time researching their alteration and rehearsing it in their 

daily life in and outside of rehearsal. In Doubt, there were no specific alterations listed in the script, 

therefore this was not applied.  

However, character ideas were used in this particular scene from Doubt. The most important thing 

to remember when diving into a character is knowing that, at the core, that character is always you. There 

has to be some truth rooted in the middle- a connection between you and your character. If an actor loses 

themself in a character, they are simply playing an idea, rather than truly living. The actor must begin with 

observation. When they are given a character to play, they have to see how the character is perceived by 

themselves and by others. It’s like meeting a person for the first time. In our real lives, we try to learn 

anything we can about the people we meet. We have feelings towards them. We know what we like about 

them and what we don’t like about them. This is the same process an actor goes through when discovering 

and defining their character. Once they see how the character is perceived, they can ask themselves “How 

do I know this character’s behavior?”. As Professor Larry McDonald expressed when teaching character 

idea, “We can even use imitation as a springboard to inspire our own impulses.” (McDonald, Lecture). 

This encourages the actor to put that character idea into their body through gestures or mannerisms. In 

addition to the observation of a character, a large part of the actor’s homework is living their life as their 

character for certain moments of the day. The more the character is rehearsed, the more organic their 

behavior will become. Throughout this process, the actor must then ask: “How would I describe this 

character in a simple word or phrase?” This encourages the actor to find the essence of their character. 

They must summarize who this person is to find simplicity. One fatal flaw of the actor is carrying too 



 
 

 

much information internally into the scene. This homework is needed to understand the character, 

however, the actor must get to the root of who the person is, and only focus on that. The rest will come 

through. As McDonald always says in his classes “An actor must always travel light. Leave your 

homework at home” (McDonald, Lecture). If the actor truly understands their character, they can become 

the character, leave their homework at home, and focus on their partner. This creates a good character and 

a great scene.  

Once the actor has an understanding of the character idea, they will learn particularization. 

Particularization is a tool the actor uses to make the text or scene object personal and meaningful to 

themselves. As Meisner himself describes it, “... a particularization, an as if, is something else. It’s your 

personal example chosen from your experience or your imagination which emotionally clarifies the cold 

material of the text.” (Meisner and Longwell 138). Sanford Meisner often referred to particularization as 

“The Magical As-If”. If there is something unclear in the text, whether it be a phrase, an object, or even 

another character, and the actor must feel a certain way about it, the actor can use the “as-if” statement to 

make it personal and meaningful. In doing this, the actor must do their homework by speaking aloud and 

making everything personal. In our scene from Doubt, Mrs. Muller was entering Sister Aloysius’ office 

with only the knowledge that they would discuss something involving her son Donald. She had no clue 

that the principal would accuse the priest of having an improper relationship with her son. As the actor, I 

had to enter the scene ready to defend my son. However, I do not know what it feels like to defend my son, 

or even have a son for that matter. I had to create an “as-if” statement for myself so I had a specific feeling 

when entering the office. In addition to this, I had to particularize who Donald was to me. As stated in the 

talkback after the live performance, I had to create Donald in my imagination and ask myself questions 

about him: “What did he look like? What were the things that I loved about him? What were the things he 

did that got on my nerves?” I created the scene of Donald telling me, his mother, about getting taken off 

the altar boys and why. Then, I had to create the scene where both Donald and I had to tell his father and 

the violence that ensued after. As actors, we are using the full extent of our imagination to make a 

connection. When teaching his classes particularization, Bill Esper tells his students: “You must constantly 



 
 

 

ask yourself: ‘What does this part of the scene mean to me? What emotional chord does this strike in me? 

How do I understand it in terms of my own experience?’”  (Esper and DiMarco Creating a Character 

155).  This tool is taught in the Meisner class through the Spoon River Anthology by Edgar Lee Masters. 

The Spoon River Anthology is a collection of poems set in the town of “Spoon River”. “Spoon River is a 

fictional small town in southern Illinois right after the Civil War. It’s true that everyone in the book is 

deceased, but a livelier bunch you’ll probably never meet. These people want to talk about their lives.” 

(Esper and DiMarco Creating a Character 179). Students read through the poems and choose one that 

they feel connected to. They learn to use heightened text and particularize each moment within the poem 

of their choosing for a better understanding. By using particularization, the actor can live truthfully in a 

scene because they have established their own personal connection within the scene. 

 

Similarities and Differences of Film/Television v. Live Theatre 

 

Though there are numerous similarities between the processes used for bringing life to film and 

the stage, the differences between these two forms are distinct. One major aspect of theatre is the rehearsal 

process. On Broadway, the average rehearsal time for a play is seven hours a day, six days a week, for 

approximately a month (Pincus-Roth). However, in film, rehearsals are rarely seen (with the exception of 

those with major roles) beyond camera blocking, which covers technical work such as sound, camera 

angles, and lighting (Merlin and Prince 97). An actor must also note the difference between the audience. 

On stage, an actor will have to take into account the size of the venue so that they can adjust their 

expressions, voice, and physical positioning to cater to the present audience. On the other hand, film is 

more intimate, and the actor must make adjustments. Every thought that passes their mind, every change in 

expression, and every word spoken will be captured by the camera, so strong choices must be made in both 

circumstances (Merlin and Prince 98). Another obvious variance between theatre and film is the fact that 

theatre is performed in front of a live audience. Broadway shows typically run 8-12 weeks, with 

approximately eight shows per week, depending on the contract agreement, so each performance is unique, 



 
 

 

different, and the characters must stay engaging and present throughout the entire run. In a live theatre 

setting, the actor must live out the scenes each and every performance and is not officially finished with 

those scenes until the show run is complete. Film, however, has “takes,” where a scene is filmed until it is 

to the director’s liking, which can amount to as few as one take to a hundred (“How Many Takes Does It 

Take?...”), so once the scene is finished, an actor does not have to repeat the moment. For example, the 

iconic scene in the film adaptation of August Wilson’s Fences when Rose confronts Troy on his affair, 

took 23 takes (Davis), though it still seemed in the moment and spontaneous. After the director was 

satisfied with the takes, they moved on to the next scene and Viola Davis, the actor playing “Rose,” no 

longer had to work on that specific scene.  A more recent dissimilarity between these two forms of acting 

is the presence (or lack thereof) of a scene partner. On stage, if an actor is addressing another character 

directly, the character will be present, and they have the ability to interact. As a result of recent 

technological advancements in film, this is not always the case. Actors may find themselves conversing 

with an object, such as a blue dot drawn on a tennis ball on a stick, or simply nothing at all and will have 

to deliver a full performance. Digital effects have made it possible to create characters in animated form 

and have constructed “an entirely new vocabulary… ‘monster sticks,’ ‘motion reference,’ and ‘consistent 

eye lines’” (Steinberg). The final major contrast in theatre and film is that, in film, the scenes are often 

shot out of sequence for a variety of reasons, such as location, lighting, and the availability of the actor 

(Reyes). This challenges the actor because, unlike in theatre, they do not have the luxury of allowing their 

character to build as the show progresses and gains momentum. In addition to this, they will have to keep 

their character work consistent. Once a scene is filmed and wrapped, there is generally no way to go back 

and fix it, while in theatre, the character has a distinct throughline from the beginning to the end of the 

show that can be followed.  

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Scene Selection Process 

 

The scene selection process can be daunting and challenging. With the unlimited resources we 

possess, choosing a scene that fits all of the criteria can cause confusion and frustration, as it did for me. 

To begin with, the actor selecting the scene must have a solid set of expectations. In this case, one must 

identify what makes a “good scene”. One of the first things that the actor will notice is the dialogue. The 

scene needs to be balanced. Each character should have approximately the same weight in the scene, and 

preferably, an even amount of dialogue. One thing that drew me to this particular scene was the quick and 

“to the point” dialogue. The words and statements were direct, but there was also a lot of interpretation 

that Maggie and I could make as the characters. For example, when Mrs. Muller says “You like music?”, 

the line is simple, yet could be said in so many ways. She could judge Sister Aloysius or be genuine, or 

even confused. This scene has many of these moments that allowed Maggie and I to apply our training. 

The next thing I looked for was the character idea. At first, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to look for a scene 

with my scene partner in mind, or if I wanted to find a specific character idea for myself, and choose my 

partner based on the other character within the scene. I tend to lean towards the “strong caretaker” type 

when it comes to character ideas, so this scene was perfect. Maggie has played strong, characters with an 

air of formality in the past, so I knew she was perfectly capable of playing Sister Aloysius. The most 

important thing that I looked for in my scenes, and noticed immediately in this particular scene, were the 

loaded given circumstances, the high stakes, and the solid relationship between the characters. This scene 

is engaging not only for the audience, but for the actors. Sister Aloysius and Mrs. Muller have very clear 

and intense “doings.” “Doings” are internal independent activities used by actors to inspire action. There 

are three types of doings: Interpersonal (i.e. To twist the knife in her back), Inner (i.e. Sulking or 

Brooding), and Physical (i.e. The independent activities used at the beginning of the training, such as 

getting ready for an important date). Because so much is at stake for both Sister Aloysius (the ruined lives 

of young boys at her school and her reputation) and Mrs. Muller (the death of her son), the scene is 

intriguing, and gives the actors a lot to work with. Moreover, the relationship between the two characters 



 
 

 

caught my attention because they were both in a difficult position: Sister Aloysius as the principal of the 

school and her feeling of obligation and responsibility for Father Flynn’s actions, and Mrs. Muller as the 

mother of a child with an abusive home life, the only African American kid in the school.  

In addition to the acting moments, I had to look at the scene from a technical standpoint. This had 

to be a scene with two characters, and characters that we have the ability to portray. Typically, the scenes 

chosen in our Meisner class would have characters around our age range because our goal is to be as 

truthful as possible, so when learning this training, staying in our age range is important. This was a little 

harder for this scene because I had to be old enough to have a 12-year-old son, and Maggie’s character was 

an older nun. However, we were able to portray these characters in a believable way, so I was comfortable 

with this scene choice. Moreover, the scene takes place in an office and is mostly static. With this in mind, 

I knew that we would have the resources needed for filming and staging, and this would fill us with ease 

during the process when it came to camera angles and sound.  

One question that I knew would arise when doing this project was “What about the movie?” Many 

people have heard of the screen adaptation of Doubt featuring many well-known actors. From the 

beginning of this process, I made a conscious choice to refrain from watching the filmed version of the 

scene. Every actor knows that when they are cast in a role, the last thing they should do is have any 

preconceptions about said role. This could affect the very essence of their character. It encourages 

improper imitation and baits the actor into doing an impression of another actor’s interpretation of the 

character. Doubt has been made into a motion picture with a star-studded cast. In the scene that I chose, 

the multiple oscar-winning Meryl Streep and Viola Davis are playing our respective characters. These are 

some “big shoes” to fill and it would be easy to fall into the trap of their mannerisms and the meaning 

behind their words. If I were to watch the film before I began to work on my character, no matter how hard 

I tried, I would be deeply influenced by the character work done by the famous actors. Not only this, but 

my personal attachment to the character would be compromised. We have seen film adaptations of plays 

before with different interpretations of different characters. For example, Fences by August Wilson. This 

play is famously known for its film adaptation with Denzel Washington and Viola Davis. In the Spring of 



 
 

 

2020, Fences was performed at the Springer Opera House in the same community as Columbus State 

University: Columbus, Georgia. The famous monologue in Fences when Rose confronts Troy after 

learning about his affair is immensely popular. Though there may have been similarities, it was obvious 

that local actor Beth Reeves’ presentation of this scene was completely different from Viola Davis’.  An 

actor should always have a sense of uniqueness and individuality in their work. If Doubt were being 

performed on the Mainstage at CSU, audience members would come to see Maggie Silvey as “Sister 

Aloysius”, not Maggie Silvey’s impression of Meryl Streep’s “Sister Aloysius.” So, yes, there is the fact 

that the film adaptation of this scene exists, however, it was decided that the actors in this scene will 

refrain from watching it until after the scene has been performed. This keeps the actors rooted in their own 

understanding of each character and allows them to live truthfully through them without the distraction of 

any outside perceptions. 

 

Scene Preparation 

 

When students in the BFA Performance track at CSU begin to work on scenes in their 

Intermediate Acting class, they are given a specific process to follow. First, the professor will give the 

students their scene partners and the play, but will not tell them which specific scene they will be working 

on. Next, the students will read the play twice through. The first read-through is to understand the play and 

what is going on. The second reading is for the purpose of understanding the character idea. Once an actor 

reads through the script, they are advised to write the scene out on paper with no capital letters, stage 

directions, or punctuation. This ensures that the actor has no preconceived ideas of the character’s behavior 

or actions, and just focuses on the lines. After this, the partners will read the scene multiple times together 

out loud rote. This means that they will read the scene in a mechanical manner without inflection or 

emotion in the voice, which encourages the idea of “any line, any way.” The next step in the process is to 

memorize the lines however the actor chooses, but they should aim to memorize them rote. The lines must 

be “in your marrow” (McDonald, Lecture). In other words, the actor must know their lines like their own 



 
 

 

name. This forces them to focus on the scene and their partner when rehearsing and performing, not their 

lines. After the lines are memorized, the partners will participate in conversational reality, which is simply 

the scene in a conversational manner. The partners will sit across from each other and will speak through 

the scene just as a conversation, “talking to them, not at them.”  

When the actors have used conversational reality, they are asked a few questions. First, they are 

asked, “What is the precipitating circumstance?” The precipitating circumstance is what event or moment 

just happened before this scene that if it didn’t happen, the scene could not exist. Actors must know what 

is going on before their scene to fully understand why the scene needs to happen in the first place. They 

need to ask themselves: “Why am I saying/doing this right now?”. The next question is “Who is this 

person to me?” and regards their scene partner. The actor needs to know both the conventional and 

unconventional relationship their character has with their partner. For example, if an actor just saw their 

scene partner as “their professor,” the scene would not be as powerful or motivated as if they saw their 

scene partner as “the father they never had.” This puts more weight and truth into the work and forces the 

actor to make a choice. After this, they are asked “What is your want or objective?” As an actor, you must 

know what you are actively trying to achieve in the scene. In reality, every person wants or needs 

something, no matter the circumstance. An actor must have an understanding of this, or their actions will 

not be clear or driven. The next few questions are, “Who has the activity? Who is coming to the door? And 

are there any preparations and/or impediments?” The moment at the door is extremely important to the 

scene, because this is the first thing that the audience will see and helps them instantly understand the 

relationship between the characters. The activity within the scene relates back to the beginning of the 

Meisner training and takes the actor’s mind off of the text and onto their partner and circumstances. These 

questions also give the actor a moment to analyze what tools they will need, such as emotional 

preparation, physical alterations/impediments, etc.  

The scene preparation for this specific scene in Doubt varied between the filmed and live versions. 

I tried to make this process as close to a professional filming and live theatre performance as possible. For 



 
 

 

both versions of the scene, we chose to follow the previously stated process. The only aspect that we 

omitted was the rote line reading together, as we were short on time.  

For the filmed scene, we had two rehearsals. First, we conducted a table read, where we read the 

scene conversationally in front of our film director, Kenny Butler. We also had a brief discussion about the 

scene and touched on all of the questions previously mentioned (See Journal Entry 6 and 7). After the table 

read, we met once more in the filming space to have a blocking rehearsal. Here, we focused on how the 

filming would take place, which angles Kenny wanted to use, and marked out our costuming. Typically, a 

film would only have these few rehearsals, but Maggie and I realized that we needed just a little more 

rehearsal time, so we met separately to run through the scene together as well as discuss any further 

character discoveries. I decided to do my own character work as I would do for a live scene, but I made 

some adjustments. If we were to do this scene in our Intermediate Acting class, I would attempt to enter 

with some emotional preparation to see where it would take me. For this scene, I decided not to do this, 

because I felt it would hinder me. My attention would be too focused on the preparation. In addition, we 

had to film on a tight schedule. There were many takes of the first moment, when Mrs. Muller enters the 

space, and if I took the time to emotionally prepare before each take, the process would have exceeded our 

time constraints immensely. As stated in Journal Entry #8, I crafted an “As If…” statement to get in touch 

with my given circumstances at the top of each take. It was very effective and allowed me to enter the 

scene focused and ready.  

For the live scene, our preparation was very similar. Because we had already had the table read 

and filmed the scene, Maggie and I were very familiar with the scene. Still, we decided to keep doing our 

homework, and met for about three rehearsals. We found that, in our rehearsals, something had shifted. 

Our contact was still strong, as it had been, but we were more engaged in the scene. The scene was 

different every time we ran through it, and I found that I was making new discoveries with every rehearsal. 

I found new moments or her words would affect me differently. There would even be different situations 

where I would win the scene (though this was rare). We had fun with it, and conducted small takbacks 

after each rehearsal to describe how we felt, what things we discovered we needed to work on, and other 



 
 

 

aspects. For example, I noticed that the decision that Mrs. Muller makes when she says: “Let him have 

him then,” when referring to Father Flynn, becomes muddy. There was no clarity or honesty behind my 

words, and I needed to redefine that moment for myself. These rehearsals were extremely productive and 

forced me to look back at my homework and really get in touch with my character. 

In preparation for both the filmed and live versions, I used an “As If…” statement, 

particularization, and conditioned my relationship with Maggie’s character. I took the time to particularize 

Donald first. I made him as personal to me as possible. I tried to make him a real person to me, instead of 

making him a cliche. When Larry taught us about particularizing someone that does not exist, he warned 

us to never make them a cliche. If the person has no flaws, then they truly do not exist (McDonald, 

Lecture). I had to create things that I loved about my son, but also things that I did not. In addition to this, I 

created memories. Donald was kicked off the altar boys before this scene, so I asked myself “How did he 

tell me?” and moreover, “How did his father react?”. Mrs. Muller mentions in the script that Donald’s 

father beat him because he was taken off the altar boys, but also says that there is more to it. That was 

another aspect of my preparation. The gravity of the situation of not only being black in this time period, 

but also the fact that Mrs. Muller’s son is homosexual is a heavy weight to carry and hit me pretty hard. As 

a queer woman of color, I have experienced discrimination throughout my life, and have many people in 

my life who have experienced it too. I did not draw from direct experiences, but I did focus on how these 

instances made me feel. I know the fear of not being accepted. I know some of the hate towards people in 

the LGBTQIA+ community. I used these things in my particularization for Donald and the moment he told 

his father about getting taken off the altar boys, and it really resonated with me. Once I particularized it, I 

never had to go back. If, for instance, we had multiple live performances of this scene, I feel like I would 

have to either change my particularization or evolve it to make it more meaningful. Conditioning my 

relationship with Maggie’s character was complicated at first. I was too focused on the conventional 

relationship (Sister Aloysius is the principal at my son’s school) but was not focusing on the 

unconventional. I needed to discover who she was to me. I do nott think I truly figured this out until we 

filmed the scene. On the filming day, Larry McDonald came to be our on-set acting coach. After one of the 



 
 

 

takes, Larry gave a simple reminder that Sister Aloysius and Mrs. Muller want the same exact thing and 

they need each other to get it (see Journal Entry #10). This is something that Maggie and I had discovered 

at our first table read together, but it was lost in the process. After this reminder, the scene changed and I 

had a better grasp on my objective.  

 

 

Reflection 

  

This process has to be the most educational and fulfilling work experience that I have had in my 

time at Columbus State University. Taking everything that I have learned here while also gaining new 

knowledge along the way was a challenge that I feel I have overcome. I came into this thesis with the idea 

that there would be a stark contrast in the use of the Meisner Technique in film/television v. live theatre. I 

have come to realize that I was wrong. As an actor with formal training, we are given tools and skills to 

use and are taught how to use them. After that, it is up to us to discern when we use these tools, and which 

ones we choose. Regarding my character work and the Meisner Technique, I used the same skills in both 

the filmed and live scenes. I had the chance to pick and choose what I could keep or throw away, but 

overall, the technique was not the thing that changed. I learned a lot about adaptation and adjustment.  

As an actor, you must be able to adjust to everything around you, whether it be your partner, the 

audience, or the set, while also making every moment truthful. I found that this is not just something that 

an actor can have right off the bat. This is something that takes time and practice. It comes with being on 

the stage or on set. I felt much more comfortable on the stage than on the film set because I have had time 

to learn what to do on stage. In the live performance, I was extremely nervous. I wanted the scene to be 

received well, and I was conscious of the people in the room. However, I have done many live 

performances, and I have learned how to block out the audience and focus on my partner. I have learned to 

use those nerves to fuel my emotions and use the momentum of the scene. On the other hand, I was 

completely uncomfortable during the filming. There were so many technical aspects that I had never 



 
 

 

considered before, such as camera angles, sightlines, lighting, and sound (see Journal Entry #10). I found 

myself getting easily distracted, or getting taken out of the scene. As an actor, I had to adjust to these 

things, and force myself to stay in the moment. I found that when I put 100% of my focus on my partner, 

the scene became alive. As a sign in Meisner’s studio (and the studio here at Columbus State University) 

says: “An Ounce of Behavior is Worth a Pound of Words.”   It was so easy to get caught up in the 

technical side of filming, but once I went back to the basics of the Meisner technique, I was able to find the 

life of the scene.  

The acting even felt different when I was filming v. when we performed live. When we filmed the 

scene, it had a simplicity to it, but it also had weight. I know, this is extremely hard to explain, but the 

scene felt grounded. There was truth, honesty, and gravity to the situation. The close camera angles also 

made it feel more private and intimate. It felt like we were there, in Sister Aloysius’ office watching a 

private exchange. The acting in the live performance, on the other hand, felt like an exposed nerve. It was 

honest, yes, but there was more it it. Vulnerability. Both Maggie and I were extremely vulnerable and I 

recall, in the midst of the scene, feeling overcome with emotion. It was the first time I had ever gotten 

choked up in the scene, but there was something about it that made me let go. Part of this, to be frank, was 

due to the release of pressure I felt after filming the scene. Once the scene was filmed, I felt more freedom 

in the work. I believe, as I reflect on the experience, that I limited myself as an actor because of the 

vastness of this project. I was holding onto too much when we filmed the scene, but after the filming was 

complete, Maggie and I had many rehearsals. Each rehearsal, we discovered something different and 

deeper about the scene. It was liberating. I believe that once we let go of the technicalities, the scene came 

alive. Now, that is not to say that the filmed scene was not good. I am very proud of the outcome of both 

of my performances and I believe that Maggie and I did great work, which is all that I aim for as an actor- 

to do good work. I am only saying that the moments when we are the most alive, the most truthful, are the 

ones when we are the most present. I discovered that throughout this process, and I could not be happier 

with the result.  

 



 
 

 

Conclusion 

 

As previously stated, there is no right or wrong technique when it comes to acting. The Meisner 

technique focuses on “living truthfully in imaginary circumstances.” That is the main goal of the actor: to 

live and be in the moment. That is the main goal of life. As actors and as, well, human beings, we are 

given a vast set of tools and skills. How we use them is up to us. I chose this thesis topic to help my fellow 

students and those who will come after me in hopes that they will enter the workforce just a little more 

enlightened. What I found were not only various lessons in being an actor, but lessons about life. 

Everything is experimental. Life is made up of performances, yet all performances are just rehearsals. 

Nothing is final. Some performances will be full and fleshed out, and others may be lacking, but as long as 

you strive for those good moments, and stay present, you will do good work. Acting is simple, but it is far 

from easy. We find simplicity in the most dramatic and imaginary moments, and make them real through 

adjustments, honesty, and connections with fellow human beings. Of course, because we are human 

beings, we will make mistakes and actors can and will always improve their work, but it is like Professor 

Larry McDonald always says: “We’re just fucking around” (McDonald, Lecture).  
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Journal Entry #1, August 31, 2021- 

 

 Today I had a meeting with Dr. Ticknor. In our last meeting, she pointed out that a lot of my thesis 

could come from personal journal entries that document my process during this thesis. I have a meeting 

with Larry tomorrow to ask him how he personally looks for scenes within our Intermediate Acting classes 

so that I know what to look for when picking out my scenes. Dr. Ticknor then informed me that I should 

have these questions written out in a journal so that I don’t leave out anything that I need to ask him. Here 

are some questions that I want to ask him not only about picking out a scene but also about other aspects 

of my project. 

 

 

1. When past students were defending their thesis, what did this look like? What can I 

expect? 

2. When you choose final scenes in our Intermediate Acting classes, what are your steps and 

guidelines? 

3. What do you look for when choosing your scenes? Do you set up partners first, or do you 

pick the scenes first? 

4. What is your criteria for choosing which plays to look at? 

5. Have you ever considered looking at two consecutive scenes? If so, how would you set 

this up? 

6. Do you think it is better for me to have two actors in the scenes, or for me to be one of the 

actors in the scene and have an outside director (i.e. Larry)? 

7. Should I choose a scene from a film and adapt it for the stage, or choose a scene from a 

play and adapt it to the screen? 

 



 
 

 

Journal Entry #2- Unknown Date 

 

My personal process when picking out the scene: 

 

I struggled for a while with picking out which scene would most benefit me for this thesis. In the 

beginning, I spent the time reading a whole play but realized that this was not the best use of my time. So 

next, I decided to skim plays that have previously been used for scenes in our Intermediate Acting class. 

Unfortunately, I was still struggling to pinpoint what I really wanted from the scene. After skimming 

through some plays, I had another meeting with Larry to express my frustration and asked to borrow some 

of his other plays. When he went to his bookshelf, quite literally, a play jumped off of the shelf and fell 

into his hands. It was Doubt by John Patrick Shanley. In our class, we had previously read another work 

from Shanley that a few of my fellow classmates worked on a scene from. Larry explained to me that there 

was a scene in Doubt that he felt was a good fit for me and my potential scene partner, Maggie Silvey. He 

also encouraged me to read the entire play first. (Why? Most likely to understand all of the given 

circumstances and stakes. I noticed that time-wise, reading a whole play wasn’t a good idea, but to fully 

grasp the importance of a scene, I would have to read the play to understand the background that I needed) 

I began to read the play and, as I read it, I realized that many of the scenes could be used as “Meisner 

scenes” in class. Here are some qualities of the play that stood out to me: 

 

 

• Quick and “to the point” dialogue 

• Very distinct character types 

• Scenes with no more than three people (usually two) 

• Scenes with activities in them 



 
 

 

• Statements with lots of acting possibilities (leaves much to the imagination when it comes to 

delivery of the line. Lots of subtext) 

• Characters around our age/would be okay if we played them 

• Loaded given circumstances/stakes 

• Settings that could be in a nondescript space 

• Had many “coming to the door moments” 

• Has solid relationships 

 

Why was I struggling with finding one?  

 

Sometimes they lacked the character that I would know that I would play well. I had to find what 

motivates me so that I can connect easier to the circumstances. Sometimes the scene didn't give enough 

background info. If the scene is going to stand alone, the audience has to at least have somewhat of an 

understanding of what is happening on the stage/screen. Some scenes didn’t have enough action. They 

were casual, and didn’t provide any moments for emotional preparation, particularization, didn’t give 

opportunities for pinch and ouch, had weak/under-developed relationships, or didn’t have a ”coming to the 

door” moment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Journal Entry #3: Thursday, January 13th, 2022 

 

Today I read through Doubt for the “first time”. Obviously, I had to read through the play to find a 

scene, but I mostly skimmed through it the first time. This time, I sat down in a quiet place and read the 

play for the purpose of understanding the story. I noticed that the first time I skimmed it, I was judging the 

characters, especially “Sister Aloysius”, pretty harshly because I didn’t take the time to fully listen to the 

story. For actors, it is frowned upon to judge characters. That is the audience’s job, not ours. Our job, as 

actors, is to fully embrace the character “warts and all” to live truthfully through them. This cannot be 

accomplished if we are hindered by our own personal thoughts and feelings towards them. So, in this 

reading, I focused on accepting the story for what it actually was and I noticed that the characters are 

highly complex (which is the way all people are).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Journal Entry #4: Tuesday, January 18th, 2022 

 

 This was my second reading of the play, Doubt, for the sole purpose of understanding my 

character, “Mrs. Muller”. I found that this was going to be a challenge the first time I fully read through 

the play when I realized that my character only has one scene. In this process, Maggie has most of the play 

to analyze and develop her character, while I have just this scene to discover who my character really is. I 

discovered that, though there are many facts that I have to dig deep for in the context of the scene, there 

are also many truths right in the words that “Mrs. Muller” says. This is my character analysis/thought 

dump: 

 

Traits of Mrs. Muller: 

• Reserved 

• She loves her son and will do anything in her power to help him have a good life. (we are in 1964 

in New York. Remember that) 

• Strong-willed 

• Life has been hard on her. She had to grow up during hard times, her husband is abusive, she is 

worn-down and is trying to make the best out of the cards she’s been dealt. 

• She has taught her son to “take the good and leave the rest” 

• She still keeps up titles and pleasantries, even when she is upset. 

• She is hardened 

 

 

Questions to ask: 



 
 

 

• Does she know about what is going on between Donald and Father Flynn, or does she even have 

an inkling about it? 

• What has Donald said to her about Father Flynn? 

• Why would Father Flynn give Donald the wine? 

• Has Donald been acting strangely? Did she lie when she said “no”? 

• How much about Donald’s sexuality does she know? 

• What is she feeling before she gets into the office? 

• Was her husband really held up at work, or did she just not tell him? 

• Does she have a job? 

• Does she have any other children? 

• Has she met Sister Aloysius before? If so, when? 

• Does this scene call for emotional preparation? 

• What are the stakes? 

• What is the urgency? 

• Does this scene need particularization?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Journal Entry #5: Friday, January 21st, 2022 

 

 Today I wrote the scene out on paper in the “rote” sense. This means that I wrote everything down 

except the punctuation, capitalization (except for names), and stage directions. This helps the actor take the 

words as they come without any preconceived ideas. This makes the movement more organic and supports 

the idea of “any line, any way”. For example, things written as questions can now be said as statements or 

vice versa. I noticed that this gives my character a little more freedom with her words.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Journal Entry #6: Monday, January 24th, 2022 

 

Today, Maggie Silvey, Kenny Butler, Braxton Lee and I had our first table read for “Doubt”. Here, 

Kenny plays the role of the film director while Maggie and I are the actors. Braxton will be aiding Kenny 

in the filming of the scene by providing equipment and artistic direction as well. For the table read, we met 

in Studio B in the college where the Meisner Training class is held. We began with conversational reality 

where Maggie and I read through the script across from each other… conversationally. After this, Kenny 

led a discussion about our character ideas and objectives.  

I clarified that my objective in this scene is to protect my son. We also discussed the stakes for 

both of our characters. For “Mrs. Muller”, the stakes are that if I don’t effectively protect my son, he will 

be killed by my husband and will be ultimately lost. I would fail. I write in first person POV when 

speaking about my character because, as an actor, I can’t see her as a separate person from me. We need to 

be the same and I need to filter my thoughts through my character to live truthfully through her. Related to 

this, we addressed that in this table read, I had a little too much of my own personality in this character. I 

had to take into consideration the dynamic of my relationship with Sister Aloysius. We can’t overlook the 

fact that we are in 1964, and I am a woman of color while she is a white woman in a position of power, 

albeit limited power, but the power to determine whether or not my son makes it to graduation 

nonetheless.  

With this knowledge, Kenny also addressed that we need to have a build-up in this scene. It is very 

easy to get heated at the beginning of the scene when you know the outcome, but our characters do not 

know the outcome in the moment. Therefore, we need to be intentional about our actions. This led to a 

conversation about possible “doings” or actions for the different beats in the play. We solidified a few of 

these “doings” but kept in mind that they are subject to change if something else moves in on us.  

One amazing thing about this rehearsal for me was hearing Maggie talk about “Sister Aloysius”. 

We both came to the realization in the midst of our character discussion that they are one and the same. 



 
 

 

They are both women in a male-dominated society where they lack power and they both want what is best 

for Donald (though they each have their own way of going about it). We had this connection that is 

unexplainable but helped me really grasp my character idea even deeper. When I first read through the 

play, I had judged both characters so wrongly. Hearing her insight into her own character made me see 

both sides of the story and helped me solidify mine.  

After this, we spoke briefly about technical things such as blocking, our filming space, and future 

blocking rehearsal and filming dates.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Journal Entry #7: Character Preparation: 

 

Precipitating circumstance? 

• I just received a call from Sister Aloysius to come into the school and talk about Donald. He 

recently was kicked off the altar boys because he was caught drinking wine.  

 

Who is Sister Aloysius to me? 

• She is a white woman and the principal of Donald’s school.  

 

Who has the activity and who is coming to the door? 

• Sister Aloysius is in the room with an activity. I will be coming to the door. 

 

Preparation: 

• Particularize Donald and our relationship 

• Emotional preparation before coming to the door (focus on the given circumstances) 

• Condition relationship for Sister Aloysius 

 

Answering Previous Questions: 

• I want to try the scene a few different ways. I want to have one take when Donald has told me 

everything. About hanging out with Father Flynn, about being gay- everything. I want to have 

another take when I know just a little. I just know that Donald is gay. And maybe have a take 

where I know nothing? Just to see? 

• Donald could have told me all about Father Flynn, or he could have just spoken very highly of him 

and I caught on, or he could have spoken only formally about him.  



 
 

 

• He could have given him the wine to seem cool and relaxed, he could have given him the wine if 

Donald seemed super stressed about his dad and situation, or he could have given Donald the wine 

to ease him and manipulate him. 

• Donald could just be acting normal and I was telling the truth, or Donald could have been acting 

very strangely and I lied. He could be acting strangely and told me about everything and I’m 

hiding it, or he could be acting strangely, I noticed, and have chosen to avoid it for the time being.  

• I could have an inkling about his sexuality, or we could have talked about it, depending on how 

close the relationship is.  

• Before I get into the office, I could know what this is about, or I could be worried about a bunch of 

different things and be ready to save my son and beg that he stay in the school. 

• He is at work, but she didn’t tell him about the meeting for fear of backlash and the possibility of 

hurting Donald. 

• She does not have an official job, but she does seamstress work from home to make extra money 

for the household. 

• I don’t think she does. I want to make Donald the most important person to her, so I think they 

tried to have other children, but they lost two babies and gave up. 

• I believe that they have met only in a formal setting of registration to the school and have seen 

eachother in passing, but nothing more than that. 

• I think I will just need some time to get in touch with my given circumstances. The anxiety over 

not knowing why I’m being called to the office, being prepared to plead Donald’s case and being 

humble, and knowing what’s at stake for Donald. 

• I need to convince her to drop this to save Donald’s life. If this gets out, his father will kill him and 

if his father doesn’t kill him first, other people will. Plus, he won’t get into a good high school or 

college and his life will be ruined. It will be all my fault because I would have failed. 

• I need to nip this in the bud before anything gets out. She is a determined woman and it seems like 

she will tell everyone everything if I don’t stop her immediately. I need to shut this shit down. 



 
 

 

• I need to particularize my son, Donald.  

 

Journal Entry #8: Tuesday, February 8th, 2022 

 

So I had a meeting today with Larry. I didn’t have a specific set of questions that I wanted to ask 

him, but I was just struggling with the knowledge of my character. What does Mrs. Muller know or not 

know? I think, because I have been spending so much time on the many aspects of this project, I lost the 

focus as an actor. After a discussion with Larry, I was able to have a better understanding of my character. 

We recognized that, as a mother, my mind would not immediately go to a negative relationship between 

Father Flynn and Donald, so that will definitely be new news to me. I need to make sure that I don’t 

anticipate anything in the scene. I am just coming into the Principal’s office to defend my son. We also 

established that there needs to be a decision made sometime within the scene. This is where Mrs. Muller 

decides that I’m willing to take a risk to ensure that my son has a good future. This is a big decision and 

shouldn’t be glanced over.   

In addition, we discussed the tools from my Meisner training that I can use in this scene. Larry 

always tells his classes to “travel light” as an actor. This means that we don’t need to bring every single 

thing that we learned to the table at all times. We can pick and choose what works for us, and apply it to 

our current work. For example, I don’t need to use emotional preparation for this scene. That would be 

unnecessary extra work for me and would pull my focus away from the task at hand. The best acting 

comes from simplicity and reality. With this knowledge, Larry reminded me of something we learned in 

the last semester of our training: The magic “As If…” statement. I realized that to come to the door 

effectively, I need to make an “As If…” statement. This will help me get in touch with my given 

circumstances.  



 
 

 

 To finish, we discussed adding in an activity. As an actor, anything that takes your attention off of 

the text is ideal, so we talked about the setting and what I could do when I walked into the room, like 

taking off my coat and gloves (because it’s wintertime) and placing down my purse.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

Journal Entry #9: Monday, February 21st, 2022 

 

Character work:  

 

Things I want to particularize-  

• Donald (describe him to someone. Make him a real person, not a cliche 

• The conversation about Donald getting kicked off the altar boys (with Donald and without) 

 

“As If…” statement ideas- 

• I’m coming to this office to defend my son to Sister Aloysius. I don’t quite know what this is 

about, but I have an idea that it’s probably about either Donald getting kicked off the altar boys or 

getting into a fight with one of the other kids. I need to defend him so that he can stay in school.  

• I feel as if I am walking into an important audition for my dream role (This is the third round of 

auditions, the role is between me and two other people) 

 

Relationship work- 

• Conventional: Acquaintances (She is the principal at my son’s school. I see her around the church) 

• Unconventional: She is a white woman, so I am very wary of her. I’m honestly not a huge fan of 

hers. Her little nuns give me a little too much attention at church. You know, when you’re the only 

black family at church, and all the white people are trying not to seem racist, so they go out of 

their way to talk to you, but it ends up just being a little more racist? Yeah, that. She is super strict 

and seems like she has a stick up her ass, but she did let Donald into the school, which is pretty 

great. I am so thankful for that. Also, we are both women, so there is that slight connection that we 

both have a similar struggle in this male-dominated world (even though she does have the upper 



 
 

 

hand because you know, she’s caucasian) There is a level of respect for me there. I’m just here to 

defend my son, so I’m not going to get on her bad side. I’m just going to come in, chat for a 

second, and leave without any issues.  

 

Journal Entry #10: Monday, February 28th, 2022 

 

Saturday, February 26th, we filmed the Doubt scene. This process was extremely different from 

what I am used to and was definitely a learning experience. First, we shot the end of the scene from my 

angle, where Kenny had directed me to stand up and walk away (at a previous rehearsal). We conducted 

many rehearsal walk-throughs of this portion of the scene so Kenny and Braxton could adjust the cameras 

smoothly to my movement. We had to figure out many technical things, like how the natural lighting and 

the artificial lighting would adjust to my movement on camera, how my lines would be heard (whether we 

would use a “lob” or “boom” mic), and how we would make this movement look natural and not-blocked. 

After a good bit of time was spent on this, our on-set acting coach, Larry McDonald arrived to help 

Maggie and I with anything we needed. We ran the end of the scene, and realized that, when I stood up, it 

seemed very forced and artificial. Kenny made the executive decision to scratch that direction and go with 

what happened organically. This made the scene run a lot smoother. In addition to this, Larry reminded 

Maggie and I of something very vital to the scene that we were forgetting: Sister Aloysius and Mrs. Muller 

want the same thing. They want to protect the kids and they want to protect Donald. Not only this, but they 

both need each other to do it. We were going at the end of the scene in an aggressive way and, after that 

gentle nudge in the right direction, the scene came to life. The best part about this was Kenny and 

Braxton’s sneakiness. After Larry gave us this note, Kenny said that we were going to do a rehearsal, but 

secretly filmed it. He caught some really good work on camera that would have otherwise been lost, which 

was really smart on his part. 



 
 

 

After this, we started from the beginning of the scene, but skipped to the part where Maggie and I 

are already sitting down. We filmed the scene from there to the end a few times and got everything we 

needed from that angle. Larry left us with reminders to focus on the given circumstances and helped us 

understand a few lines that we were struggling with. Once we were finished with these runs, Kenny and 

Braxton changed the camera angles to face Maggie and we did a few runs from this angle. When we got 

into the groove, the takes were clearer, cleaner, and faster. This made me realize the importance of this 

experience. A lot of my fellow classmates won’t have an opportunity like this to prepare them for film 

work after graduation. The filming was awkward at first. I felt uncomfortable and felt that I was doing 

everything “wrong”, but it probably was just because this was new to me. After this experience, I know 

that I feel just the slightest bit more comfortable with camera/film work.  

After shooting Maggie’s angle, we moved to the moment at the door. Kenny and Braxton 

separately filmed the door portion, Maggie’s first moment alone, and the moment where Maggie and I 

walk into the room. This also made me reflect on the filming process a little more. When acting in a live 

scene, I would prepare my “As If…” statement before I walked through the door to prepare myself for the 

scene. When filming this portion (and Larry may kill me for this), I found myself just simply coming to 

the door. There wasn’t much to it, I just thought about my given circumstances (I’m here to defend my 

son. Plain and simple) and knocked on the door. I find that I often over-complicate things, and most young 

actors do, but as both Larry McDonald and David Turner have stated in our classes: You can’t act a 

complex idea. 

There were a few technical things that I had never considered that I learned during this acting 

process as well. One thing that really interested me was the attention to sight lines. Kenny saw that I was 

standing during the first few moments of the scene while Maggie was delivering her lines, so when they 

shot from her angle, Kenny instructed her to look up to keep the sight lines consistent. These are things 

that we don’t have to consider when performing live because our scene partner is always acting in real 

time with us.  



 
 

 

Another thing that I learned in this process (and thoroughly enjoyed) was that if a line was flubbed, we 

could just start again from the beginning of the line and keep moving through the scene, and the line would 

be edited out in post-production. In live theatre, if you drop or screw up a line, it can take the audience out 

of the moment, but filming means that the lines will always be perfect on screen. This was also amplified 

because Maggie and I had great contact. No matter what happened or how I felt internally about the scene, 

Maggie and I stayed with each other as characters. There was not one moment where I felt like our hearts 

weren’t in the scene 100%. I feel like this really elevated our performance. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

Soccer is an intense physical sport that requires months of training during the season. The 

training season prepares the body for the physical demands of the sport. If an athlete is injured, 

the rehabilitation process begins to hopefully return the player back into shape. Specifically with 

female soccer players, they are at a higher risk of getting an injury. The three most common 

injuries seen by soccer players include anterior cruciate ligament injuries, concussions, and ankle 

injuries. The recovery process for each of these injuries differs and can be time consuming, which 

can affect the players mentally as well. Within the literature there are many examples of research 

examining physical aspects that can impact an athlete’s return to sport, but none have examined 

individual athletes and what can impact their experiences after an injury. 

This study found that female soccer players can experience hesitation when asked to 

return back to the sport due to fear of reinjury. The length of recovery time differed compared to 

when the players returned back to playing soccer. The cause of the injury differed and while some 

were accidents, others could have been prevented. These findings suggest that more education 

should be given to female soccer players about taking care of themselves to avoid an injury and 

also take enough time to fully recover before returning back to play soccer, to avoid hesitations or 

fear that could negatively impact their performance. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Soccer is a sport known to many as a highly intense form of intermittent exercise (Ekblom, 

1986). This sport uses a lot of energy and players typically cover around 10km of distance each 

game (Ekblom, 1986). Players work together as a team to gain control of the ball and hopefully 

score on the opposing team’s goal. There are also other physiological demands that players 

undergo during a match. Players must be able to perform activity patterns such as “maximal 

sprinting, turning, tackling and jumping, accelerations and decelerations” all during one game.  

Since this sport requires such high energy, players train for months in advance to prepare and train 

their bodies for this intense game. According to Ekblom, most players after a game, have empty 

muscle glycogen stores and increased body temperature. These demands require a player to train 

enough to endure the high physical workload (Gregson & Littlewood, 2018). After training, 

national and international soccer players have a “maximal aerobic power of about 60-65 ml/kg/min 

and a greater buffer capacity and muscle strength when compared to untrained individuals” (1986). 

This means that professional soccer players train enough to be able to sustain a high intense game 

and their bodies adapt to be able to continue to function under pressure. The training is focused on 

two goals: to be able to prepare players to use technical skills throughout a game and to help 

prepare players to “cope with game demands” (Gregson & Littlewood, 2018). This means that 

while training, players undergo similar stressors to adapt their bodies to the stress that a game 

produces to ensure that they will be in proper shape to compete.   

During the conditioning period, training sessions focus on using the same muscles during 

a match to prepare the players. Specifically, during each training session there are three parts, the 

warm up, the exercise itself and the cool down. The training session begins with warm ups to 

“incorporate elements of muscular activation and facilitate the appropriate recruitment of muscle 



 
 

   
 

fibers” (Gregson & Littlewood, 2018). The exercise follows and prepares for the game, with 

repetition and stimulation of the aerobic and anaerobic systems of the body. The exercise also 

prepares the body for the specific parts of the game by using specific drills with the ball, changing 

speed and directions and performing movement patterns that are used during the game (Gregson 

& Littlewood, 2018). At the end of the session, cool down periods are used to allow the players to 

return to baseline and recover after the training session. The training itself also prepares the body 

to handle the physical demands that soccer uses. There are also injury-prevention strategies that 

are taught to players. Strength training is used as well to prevent muscle strains. Strength training 

can help the muscle practice the energy force that is required to play soccer and also prepare the 

body to withstand the force of any impact, landing, and deceleration (Gregson & Littlewood, 

2018). When creating training programs for strength, the main focus should be on “core strength, 

proprioception and muscular strength and power” (Gregson & Littlewood, 2018). 

If an injury occurs, rehabilitation is needed. Rehabilitation itself has many goals but 

specifically in athletics, it can be divided into 7 categories: “decrease pain/swelling, achieve full 

range of motion and flexibility, achieve full power and endurance, achieve top levels of 

proprioception and coordination, achieve levels of skills and agility, return to full training and 

return to play” (Gregson & Littlewood, 2018). According to Gregson and Littlewood, these 

categories can be turned into steps to be carried out by the coach and athlete after they are injured 

or after an operation (2018). If a player is injured while on the field the main goal is to decrease 

the swelling which hopefully can help minimize the pain. The main methods of decreasing 

swelling can come through using compression, cooling and elevating the injured part of the body. 

The body also needs to rest and recover, which is important to the healing process. After the 

swelling decreases some, then the range of motion and flexibility of the injured area can be targeted 



 
 

   
 

by using “active and passive movements of the joints and soft tissues” (Gregson & Littlewood, 

2018). These can be found through using different stretches to increase the range of motion. 

Caution should be taken to not overdo it, since too much mobilization can cause more damage than 

good. Once this has been established, then the athlete can move on to achieving power and 

endurance. To do this, the athlete can return to exercise and record their process in maximal efforts 

or continuous exercises. The next step of coordination and proprioception involves the athlete 

participating in activities that require balance or exercise on unstable surfaces to “safely increase 

the complexity of the work being done” (Gregson & Littlewood, 2018). Once this is achieved then 

the next goal is to achieve previous levels of skills and agility. Athletes can cautiously return to 

specific training for their sport. After this, the athlete can return to full training and eventually, full 

play. Full play is where the athlete has completed enough training to be able to return to the sport 

(Gregson & Littlewood, 2018). 

 

  

  

  

  

 

 



 
 

   
 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Worldwide soccer is a sport that has the highest participation rates from adolescence 

through adulthood (Zuke et al., 2018). This is a game where a team of players work together to 

score by taking control of the ball and working with other players to eventually score a goal 

(Blumenstein & Orbach, 2012). For this game to work, the team must work together but also 

individual players must use psychological skills to keep themselves focused (Blumenstein & 

Orbach, 2012). Skills like concentration, self-confidence, and focus can be used by these players 

to keep their head in the game. This is where the fields of both kinesiology and psychology meet 

and overlapping themes can be examined. 

Injuries are to be expected when participating in a sport or competitive physical activity. 

Due to high demands such as “agility, endurance and dynamic movement,” there is a high risk of 

injury when playing soccer (Zuke et al., 2018). “Eight out of every ten athletes will be injured at 

some time in their career, frequently while at college, and will miss at least three weeks of practice 

and competition in a season” (Blumenstein & Orbach, 2012). According to Zuke et al. (2018) “the 

incidence of injury in soccer is estimated to be approximately 10-35 per 1000 playing hours.”  

Within the sport of soccer, research was done to find different injuries facing soccer players 

and how it affects athletes. The majority of research found that soccer players tend to get lower-

extremity injuries (Zuke et al., 2018). Research conducted by Souzea et al. explained that “soccer 

players are most susceptible to injuries because of quick changes in direction, lateral movements, 

acceleration, deceleration, and the fact that soccer is a lower limb involved sport” (2017). This 

makes sense since this game “involves kicking, passing, shooting, tackling, and controlling by the 

use of lower limbs (Lacasse & Njororai, 2021). With such a highly intense game, the risk of injury 

rises, but if the injury is not life-threatening, it is expected for an athlete to return to the activity 



 
 

   
 

with doctors’ approval and a rehabilitation program. According to Blumenstein and Orbach, “the 

length of the rehabilitation process is shorter when athletes take control and feel accountable” 

(2012).  

 Specifically, when looking at female soccer players, Lacasse and Njororai, explain that 

women are more prone to all types of injuries (2021). This higher risk of injury can be due to 

“higher estrogen levels, greater flexibility leading to weak ligaments, a wider pelvis to alter knee 

and ankle alignment, a smaller space for Anterior Cruciate Ligaments (ACL) to move, and a higher 

chance of having an inadequate calcium and vitamin D levels” when compared to male players 

(Lacasse & Njororai, 2021). Not only that but Larruskain also found that the National Collegiate 

Athletic Association (NCAA) for soccer found when compared to men, women experienced a 

higher proportion of severe injuries (2018). But when examining the most common injuries faced 

by female soccer players, research conducted by Larruskain et al. found that these include 

specifically “ACL injuries and concussions” (2018). 

The risk of an anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) tear is higher for athletes in high contact 

sports such as soccer. This kind of injury usually results in knee stability issues. Surgical 

reconstruction of the ACL is a common route and recovering from this surgery can take months 

and include a long rehabilitation process. When examining the different types of injuries faced by 

female soccer players, previous research was mainly focused on the anterior cruciate ligament 

(ACL). It was seen that specifically with ACL injuries, women may be at a higher risk of sustaining 

these due to possible “differences in biomechanics and neuromuscular control of the trunk, hip, 

and knee” (Larruskain et al., 2018).  



 
 

   
 

Another common injury studied was concussions. This type of injury does not have a set 

timeline of rehabilitation and recovery and the treatment of rest and recovery may seem 

counterproductive to the exercise training that many athletes are accustomed to. Research 

published by the NCAA stated that “compared with some injuries where a student-athlete is on 

crutches, in a sling, or obviously disabled in some way, with the concussed student-athlete, he or 

she “looks normal,” making it even more challenging to feel validated in being out of practice or 

play” (Putukian). This can make it difficult for the athlete to know when they are ready to join in 

the sport again and whether they are fully healed or not. Concussions are not only hard to diagnose, 

but are also “the number one cause for injuries to the head and has been a serious issue in the 

sport” (“Men’s Soccer Injuries,” 2009). 

The last injury to be studied includes ankle injuries. Research conducted by Larruskain et 

al. found that ankle injuries were a very common injury both in and out of the athletic community 

(2018). This encompasses sprains, strains, and all other injuries that could occur to the ankle. When 

defining the two, a sprain occurs when ligaments that connect bones are stretched or torn and a 

strain occurs when the “muscle or tendon that attaches a muscle to the bone” is injured (Lacasse 

& Njororai, 2021). Research conducted by Lacasse and Njororai, found that while men get more 

sprains, women get more strains (2021). This seems to be due to women having weaker ligaments 

and tendons due to hormones allowing for loose ligaments and tendons that can stretch and tear 

easier, which places women at a higher risk to these injuries (Schmerling, 2020). Ankle sprains 

also require proper treatment and recovery. This is due to “increased mechanical laxity that can 

occur and may be due to incomplete healing of ligaments'' (Stubblefield et al., 2019). The recovery 

period after an ankle sprain can go for months which can conflict with an athlete’s goal of returning 

to play as soon as possible (Stubblefield et al., 2019). 



 
 

   
 

 There are many psychological concepts to be explored with this research. One of them 

will be how mental and physical pain correlate and possibly cause one another. Another being, if 

fear has any effect on the time it takes to recover. Using research published by Ross et al. it was 

found that “six participants stated that their fear of reinjury is psychological, as no physical 

problem exists. These participants appear to have anxiety about further injury” (2017). This means 

that while there was no physical reason, the participants still experienced anxiety about returning 

to a sport that could cause another injury. The athlete may not feel as confident and may want to 

wait longer to heal and gain the confidence to continue participating in the activity that caused 

them injury. To help with this, “psychological interventions/strategies that have been examined 

experimentally in the context of sport injury rehabilitation include relaxation, biofeedback training, 

goal setting, imagery, and self-talk” (Blumenstein & Orbach, 2012). Using a two-year longitudinal 

analysis, Silvers-Granell found that, “females have demonstrated reticence in return to play 

activity, exhibited through behavioral self-modulation, by virtue of a decrease in vigorous activity, 

decreased triple hop distance, and a shift away from team sport participation to mitigate secondary 

injury risk” (2021). 

Depending on the severity of the injury, there can be a level of psychological trauma 

associated with the injury and activity. Trauma is difficult to measure since it differs in levels or 

severity per person but due to the hesitancy to return back to the sport or activity, it is present. If 

the individual had to recover from their injury for several months, then they may be more cautious 

due to the longer length of time spent recovering from the injury. Research conducted by Lattimore 

found that after an injury the fear and anxiety of reinjury causes players to be hesitant and cautious 

(2017). While there may be hesitation, physical activity is a major part of recovery and is necessary 

if facilitated by a trained professional, such as a physical therapist. It is important to examine 



 
 

   
 

hesitancy to be able to understand how to maximize recovery and healing. It was also interesting 

to find that hesitation can be problematic and even cause further injury to the athlete (Lattimore, 

2017). 

For someone who is an athlete there is a typical recovery process to deal with an injury, 

starting with healing of the injury, then recovery through cautious training and eventually returning 

to full play (Gregson & Littlewood, 2018). The athlete will want to be sure that recovery is a 

complete process to prevent any future damage, but still restore the strength they may now be 

lacking in. In a previous study, Kraemer et al. (2009) found that there were many participants that 

did not return to the pre-injury level of activity due to a fear of being re-injured.  

When examining what it takes for an athlete to be successful, there are many factors that 

are not involved with physical training specifically. According to Blumenstein and Orbach, “most 

athletes agree that psychological preparation is a vital determinant of athletic success” (2012). 

Psychological preparation can come in many different forms, such as attention, concentration and 

self-confidence and these skills can be used to “enhance the mental and emotional aspects of 

performance” (Blumenstein & Orbach, 2012). These aspects and skills are important to be able to 

maximize performance both on and off the field. After an injury, an athlete’s self-confidence can 

be examined to see if their mental health affects their performance. Athletes who have played for 

a while experience a loss of their identity and are more likely to experience significant mood 

changes after an injury (Lattimore, 2017). After the injury the player now has to focus on the 

recovery. To make sure that the athlete has a complete recovery, the emotional aspect must also 

be considered and can assist with a proper recovery back onto the playing field (Lattimore, 2017). 

Other “important factors in the recovery process are attitude, stress control, social support, goal 



 
 

   
 

setting, positive self-talk, mental imagery, and the belief of the individual regarding the 

effectiveness of the treatments he/she is undertaking” (Blumenstein & Orbach, 2012). 

There is some research that suggests that mental pain can be manifested into physical pain 

in the body. This is an interesting topic because this can help explain how the brain projects fear 

into physical pain to prevent the person from partaking in the sport. While this is not heavily 

researched, it is related to how the psychological effects of pain can result in fear. Ross et al. 

researched and found that “mild knee pain during everyday activities preceded an ACL injury 

during hockey. Although the operated knee is presently pain-free, mild pain in the contralateral 

knee is felt, which warns against resuming pivoting sport for fear of an ACL injury in that knee” 

(2017). This means that while there may have been some pain, the psychological fear prevented 

the individual from returning to the sport, to avoid another possible injury. In the interview portion 

of a study conducted by Ross et al. it was found that, “participants did not report pain; however, 

the experience of pain at the time of injury and/or surgery was identified as a factor informing fear 

of reinjury. Thus, in the absence of current pain, pain recall may influence fear of reinjury and 

return to sport” (2017).  

While previous studies have been conducted on several different things that impact an 

athlete’s return to playing the sport, none have examined individual athletes to examine the specific 

thoughts and what impacts their recovery. There have been many studies that show a relationship 

between injury and length of recovery time, but this research will be investigating levels of 

hesitation to returning back to the sport and how this can affect soccer players. This study will 

examine different athletes’ previous injuries and what typically impacted them before returning to 

play soccer. The research will allow there to be a sample group to analyze and understand how 

these things have affected these players and if these things can correspond to a wider athlete group. 



 
 

   
 

Another aspect considered will be the participant’s mental health during the recovery period and 

after, along with how they feel about soccer. 

Based on preliminary research and personal experience, it can be assumed that the 

participants would return back to the sport faster, since they are athletic and have a stronger 

motivating factor due to their history with the sport. This study will research what impacts the 

athlete’s decision in returning to playing soccer after an injury. If the injury was severe and 

required a longer time to recover, there may be a longer period before returning back and feeling 

comfortable playing soccer. This is due to the hesitancy to cause another injury. Also, since the 

recovery time took so long, the person may prefer to play it safe in order to protect themself. Other 

factors such as the athlete’s thoughts while recovering and how they view soccer after the injury 

will be studied. This will all be examined once the survey is completed and the results are recorded. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

   
 

METHODS 

Purpose 

This current study will be used to investigate previous injuries that athletes experienced 

and their thoughts while recovering. This study will also examine different impacts on the 

athlete’s return to playing soccer. It is important to study whether the brain displays protective 

characteristics during injuries, and if so, the mechanism of action for these characteristics. This 

will be found by examining if there are any correlations between injury and the time it takes for 

the person to return back to the sport that caused it. While there are several different injuries 

involved, this research can help broaden the scope and provide more research on how the brain 

and body respond. The goal of this study is to explore the thoughts that an athlete has when 

asked about previous injuries and what impacts their return to playing soccer.  

Design 

A case study, which is a research approach to answer how and why questions within a 

bounded system (Yin, 2014), was used to study the impacts of previous injuries in soccer 

players. This case study design was used to be able to examine the specific thoughts for each 

individual athlete. This design also allows for a presentation of each case to be able to examine 

the different factors that influenced the athletes through a series of questions. The focus of this 

study is to understand the athlete’s experience with their injury and what could impact their 

return to play. A multiple-case study design was used in the examination of any injuries that take 

place on the soccer field, which, unlike an experimental design, does not constrain behavioral 

events (Yin, 2014). Before data was collected, the Institutional Review Board of Columbus State 

University approved this research. 



 
 

   
 

Female Soccer Players 

 The Columbus State University (CSU) female soccer team is made up of highly trained 

players. This is not by accident, coaches scout for talent all around the country at showcases, 

tournaments, and ID camps. These are areas where aspiring high-school players can show off 

their skills to impress colleges. This is also where coaches find players that are selected to help 

the team. Once they are selected and accepted on the team, there are 1.5-2-hour training sessions 

four times a week to look forward to. These players train for two games a week that they play the 

entire season that can last for months. The CSU female soccer team had many achievements in 

the past four years, including three conference championships, two NCAA appearances, one 

round of elite eight, and within the past fall they had one Peach belt championship, NCAA 

tournament round of 32 and four all-Americans. 

The current CSU female soccer team has a total of 30 players. A meeting before practice 

was held to be sure the entire team was present to be able to hear about this study. After a verbal 

explanation of this study was given, the players were provided with a link to the online study if 

they wanted to complete it. The study was also explained in detail so that the players understood 

that this was anonymous and that the more details they gave, the better the results would be. It 

was also explained that the study included an online consent form and then the survey. The form 

was voluntary and to be filled out only if the injuries came from playing soccer. This was to 

make sure that the results were consistent with examining soccer injuries. Out of the 30 players 

in the CSU female soccer team, five players had injuries sustained while they were playing on 

the soccer field and all volunteered to be in this study. The five athletes aged from 18-23. All 

participants had soccer training experience and had been playing for ten, if not more, years. 

 



 
 

   
 

Survey 

To find different injuries and the level that they affected performance, the survey 

examined different factors, such as, the age when the injury occurred, the injury itself, the cause 

of the injury, the thoughts of soccer before and after the injury, and information on their 

individual recovery time. This was to examine the full effect of the injury and how their recovery 

time could affect how ready they felt to get back to the sport. The participants completed the 

survey and categorized their injury into their top three worst injuries. Then they answered each 

of these sections about each injury. While the top three worst injuries were asked, all participants 

only filled out one injury as their worst injury and only answered questions for that injury. 

The questions from this survey were inspired after research was conducted on different 

injuries sustained from playing soccer. First, there needed to be information given about the 

participants themselves, such as how old they are and how many years have they played soccer 

for. This helped establish a baseline of their experience playing this sport. After this, the next 

section of the survey focused on the injury itself to gain as much understanding as possible of the 

injury sustained and the recovery period. Details such as the player’s age when the injury was 

sustained are important to see if there are further questions to be answered, which is where the 

question of “do you have any thoughts about the injury” came about. Depending on the severity 

of the injury, recovery time could differ. This can also bring into light whether the players 

followed a rehabilitation program. Questions such as, “thoughts while recovering” could also 

give further insight to how they felt while they were recovering. Finally, the last section focused 

on how the players felt about soccer, before and after their injury. This was inspired to examine 

if there were any differences with how the players thought about soccer after they were injured 

and if there were any overall thoughts about their healing process. 



 
 

   
 

Data Collection and Validity 

The data was collected in a Google survey and stored within that program. This Google 

survey program made collecting, storing and sorting through the data much easier. Since it was 

an anonymous survey, it's important to have the surveys stored in an organized way to be able to 

keep each participant's results in one area. Prior to the survey, there was hesitation about the 

validity of the responses since the survey questions could be as detailed as the players chose to 

be. To combat this, an extensive number of questions and specific sections were created to help 

find the most reliable results. The format of the survey was created to attempt to get the most 

information possible without an in-person interview. While an interview may have given more 

detail, the players were in the middle of their season and did not have much time to spare. Since 

the survey was online, they were able to save their progress and return to the survey whenever 

they had some time, instead of having to ask all of the questions and answer them all at once. 

Also, since the survey was online the players were able to be as honest as possible when creating 

their responses. Analysis was conducted after looking at the results of the survey. Each section 

was reviewed and individual comparisons could be made within each section and overall, within 

each injury. In the google docs program, each player’s results were kept together so it was easy 

to compare them. The results were then color coded and given anonymous names to maintain 

fluidity and consistency as well as keep the results tied to one person. Then each of the player’s 

responses and information was uploaded onto separate tables per section of information, injury, 

recovery, and soccer. 

 

 



 
 

   
 

RESULTS 

The five female soccer players that volunteered to be in this study were given the 

pseudonyms Abby, Betty, Cherrie, Debbie and Emily (Table 1). This was to preserve anonymity. 

The players’ age ranges from 18-23 years. The athletes’ years of experience playing soccer 

ranges from 10-16 years. The majority of the injuries reported occurred at age 15, while it ranges 

from 15-20.5 years of age.   

Table 1: Participant Information 

*Data in years 

 

After completing the survey, the responses were compiled. While each injury was unique, 

there were similar causes. What was interesting to note is that all of the injuries reported by the 

participants involved the lower body. Some athletes experienced accidents on the field while 

playing but others were injured due to fatigue or overuse (Table 2). It is important to recognize 

the length of time of their recovery and how the participants felt while recovering. The length of 

the recovery time could lead to deconditioning and if it was too long it could be harder for the 

participant to return to the sport due to physical deterioration of the muscles. The length of 

recovery time differed, but seemed consistent with injuries sustained.   

Player Age Age when Injured Time Playing Soccer 

Abby 23   15 10 

Betty 18   16 13 

Cherrie 22   20.5 16 

Debbie 20  15 15 

Emily 19  15 15 



 
 

   
 

Table 2: Injury 

Player Injury Cause of Injury 
Recovery 

time 

Abby Unknown Overuse Not recovered 

Betty ACL tear Fatigue 9-12 months 

Cherrie Stress fracture of the 5th metatarsal Stepped on during a game 6-7 months 

Debbie Ankle sprain with stretched ligament Ankle stepped on 2-4 weeks 

Emily Broken foot Kicked during a game 4 months 

 

The majority of these players love the sport and they all returned after their recovery, 

which was to be expected from college athletes. It was interesting to notice how the recovery 

time and the time the players returned to soccer differed for some of the players, meaning some 

returned to play before they were fully healed (Table 2 and 3). Also, it was interesting to see how 

some players were hesitant to return to play soccer again. 

 

Table 3: Impact on Desire to Play Soccer 

Player 
Thought of Soccer 

before Injury 

Thought of Soccer 

after Injury 

Hesitation to 

play Soccer 

Time before 

returning to 

Soccer 

Abby Love it 
“Love it, just wish I can 

play pain free” 
No 1 month 

Betty 
“Wanted to take a break 

from soccer” 

“Want to play as long as 

possible” 
Yes 6-9 months 

Cherrie Love it Love it No 6-7 months 

Debbie Like it Like it No Next day 

Emily Love it “Frustrated with soccer” Yes 4 months 



 
 

   
 

Cases 

Betty [ACL Tear and Fear] 

Betty was the youngest participant at age eighteen, but has been playing soccer for 

thirteen years. She tore her ACL at age sixteen due to fatigue. She said that “it's still hard to think 

about. It was definitely a lot on my mental toughness. I grew a lot during that time and I'm 

thankful for it. The pain and tears were worth it.” Betty’s recovery time took 9-12 months and 

she said that she “wanted to get back on the field. It sucked and was pretty painful at the time, 

but I was determined to get back out there.” Before her injury she wanted to “take a break from 

playing” but afterwards, she wanted to “play as long as possible.” It took her 6-9 months before 

she was able to play soccer again. Her overall thoughts about returning back to soccer after an 

injury are seen through what she said in response to this question, “once I was comfortable 

playing again, I really believe I came back stronger. I take it as a blessing that I am able to play 

in college and be on the field with my teammates. I was definitely scared at first, but my fear 

didn't stay with me for long. Any time I have pain in either knee, I immediately think it’s an 

ACL or some other ligament and I get a little fearful, but I reassure myself I am okay. I tweaked 

it one time, and it was pretty scary but I felt different than the first time so I was good to go back 

to playing.” 

Debbie [Always Cautious of Ankle] 

Just like Betty, Debbie is always cautious of her injured ankle. She was twenty and 

played soccer for fifteen years. When she was fifteen, she sprained her ankle and had a stretched 

ankle ligament due to her ankle being stepped on. When asked about her thoughts about the 

injury, Debbie said, “I am always scared anytime I think I’ve hurt my ankle.” Her recovery time 



 
 

   
 

took 2-4 weeks and she said that it was “frustrating because I wasn’t able to pass or dribble 

(play) as normal without being nervous or feeling pain.” Despite her injury she still likes soccer 

and did not have any hesitations about returning to play the game. She returned to play soccer the 

next day. When asked about her overall thoughts about playing soccer after an injury Debbie 

said, “I was a bit hesitant but got over it since I still wanted to play.” 

Emily [Frustrated with Soccer] 

Emily was younger than Debbie but also mentioned having mental troubles. Emily was 

nineteen years old and played soccer for fifteen years. She broke her foot at age fifteen due to 

being kicked during a game. When asked about her thoughts of the injury, she said it was “the 

hardest time of my life.” It took her four months to recover and while recovering she said that “I 

felt sad, frustrated and confused.” Before her injury she loved soccer and afterwards she felt 

frustrated with the sport. She did experience hesitations before returning to play the sport after 

four months. When asked about her overall thoughts about returning to soccer after an injury 

Emily said, “it is harder mentally than physically. It is hard to restart from a low level and build 

back up to where you were before the injury. It’s very frustrating.” 

Cherrie [Mentally Tough to Return] 

Cherrie was 22 and has been playing soccer for the longest time of sixteen years. Her 

injury occurred at 20.5 years of age and was a stress fracture of the fifth metatarsal. She was 

stepped on during a game but mentioned that the injury could have been avoided with the proper 

rest. It took her 6-7 months of recovery time and she was mostly excited to play soccer again. 

Her love of soccer did not change after her injury and there was no hesitation to return to playing 



 
 

   
 

soccer after the 6-7 months of recovery. She did mention though, that her overall thoughts about 

returning to soccer after an injury were that it was “mentally tough to return after my injury” 

Abby [Continues to Manage Pain] 

While other players gave detailed responses, throughout the survey Abby did not provide 

enough information or did not answer specific questions. But just like Cherrie, Abby experienced 

no hesitations about returning to play soccer. Abby was the oldest participant in this survey at 23 

years old, but played soccer for ten years. She did not mention what her injury was in this 

survey. She did however say that it occurred due to overuse at age fifteen. Currently, she still has 

not fully recovered and said that she “wishes I could play pain free.” Before and even despite her 

injury, Abby loves soccer and did not experience any hesitation to return to playing after her 

injury. When asked about the time it took her to return to playing soccer, she said that she “I took 

a month off my sophomore year of high school but just tried to manage the pain.” She also 

currently needs to manage the pain. But asked about her overall thoughts about playing soccer 

after an injury, she did not comment.  

 

 

 

 



 
 

   
 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Most of the participants have been playing soccer for at least 15 years of their lives so 

they have a considerable amount of experience. When analyzing the different factors that 

influenced the participants’ return to play, there are different themes that were explored to gain a 

better perspective.  

Out of the five soccer players surveyed, three players were injured in accidents on the 

field, but two were injured in ways that could be prevented. Betty had an ACL tear due to fatigue 

which is an extremely painful injury that takes months to recover from. Fatigue is something that 

could be prevented with the proper rest. She has been playing soccer for thirteen years and 

should be experienced with knowing her body and the amount of pressure that she can take. 

While Abby did not mention her injury, she did say it was due to overuse which, with ten years 

of experience playing soccer, could have been prevented. Therefore, it could be that soccer 

players need to address the amount of stress their bodies can handle to avoid overuse and fatigue 

injuries. 

When examining the participants' responses to the survey, two of the participants 

experienced hesitancy about playing soccer after their injury. Betty mentioned wanting to play as 

long as possible after her ACL tear and ended up returning to play before she was fully 

recovered. It is important to mention that Betty clarified her hesitation saying she wasn’t hesitant 

“because I didn't want to play, but because I didn't want to tear my ACL again, or worse tear the 

other one.” Emily, the second player who experienced hesitancy, explained that she was 

“frustrated with soccer” after her injury. Since she sustained a broken foot, it is understandable 

as to why she would be frustrated. Both of these injuries required months of recovery time as 



 
 

   
 

well. Thus, soccer players could experience hesitancy to play soccer after an injury to avoid 

causing further injury due to fear. 

When comparing the players, it is interesting to see how the length of recovery time from 

the injury differs from the length of time before the players returned to playing soccer. Betty 

took 9-12 months to recover from her ACL tear but went back to playing soccer in 6-9 months. 

This shows that she returned before she was fully recovered and could explain her hesitancy to 

play soccer noted earlier. On the other hand, Debbie took 2-4 weeks of recovery from her ankle 

sprain, but returned to play soccer the next day. She mentioned that there was a game that day 

which must have been what fueled her to return before she was fully recovered. While her ankle 

sprain injury took less recovery time, it is important to wait for it to fully heal. Stretched 

ligaments do not go back into place and this makes it easier for the ankle to sprain again if not 

treated properly (“Lateral ankle ligament reconstruction,” 2019). Abby did not mention what her 

injury was, she did say that it took her one month to return back to playing soccer but that she 

has not fully recovered. This is also what is currently causing her to manage pain while playing. 

Cherrie also mentioned how her injury could be prevented with “proper rest”.  Emily and Cherrie 

both recovered from their injuries for the same amount of time that it took before they returned 

to playing soccer. While the motivation to return back to playing soccer was not examined, if 

there were other external factors pushing these athletes to return early. Therefore, it is important 

for soccer players to understand the need to fully recover before returning to play to be able to 

prevent future injuries and manage any pain.  

It is important to establish the age that the injury occurred. The range of the participants' 

injuries are from 15-20.5. The majority of injuries occurred when the participants were 15 years 

old and in high school. While most of the injuries were accidents, it does bring into question why 



 
 

   
 

these accidents occurred more frequently in high school and also why preventable injuries 

occurred at this time. This is important to examine if there are any reasons as to why high school 

aged female soccer students are experiencing injuries and if there are ways to prevent them. 

Returning back to soccer after an injury can be a daunting process. It is important to 

recognize how each individual participant felt about this process. None of the participants 

experienced any negative thoughts about their injuries but their mental health was affected. Two 

of the participants, Betty and Emily mentioned that their mental health suffered due to their 

injuries. Emily mentioned that the process of recovery was difficult due to losing muscular 

strength and having to build back up to her previous injury strength. There were also fears after 

recovery over causing a reinjury. Debbie experienced hesitation when returning to play due to 

fears of re-injuring herself. Betty also felt the same and mentioned getting afraid whenever she 

felt like she injured her knee. Another participant, Abby, focused on how the injury could be 

prevented with “proper rest.”  Not all of the participants had thoughts about returning back to 

soccer. One of the participants, Betty, took the injury as a learning process. While she 

experienced residual fear, it did not stop her from playing. All of the participants mentioned pain 

which can be a big factor during the recovery process. While it was assumed that the pain would 

lead to fear of the sport, the pain was just related to the injury according to Abby, Betty, and 

Debbie. Others explained that it was harder to push through mentally rather than the physical 

pain. Therefore, it could be that after an injury soccer players need to dedicate time to 

understanding the mental process, including fear of reinjury and pain. 

 

 



 
 

   
 

DISCUSSION 

This study was conducted to examine the different thoughts an individual athlete has 

when asked about previous injuries and what affects their return to play after an injury. Injuries 

are commonly seen when one participates in a competitive sport and this can be a traumatic 

experience (Lattimore, 2017). This current study discovered that all of the injuries that were 

recorded occurred in the lower extremities which was consistent with previous research 

conducted by Lacasse and Njororai. They found that lower limbs suffered the most injuries 

(Lacasse & Njororai, 2021). This is understandable considering the game of soccer uses 

primarily lower extremity limbs.  

In this current study, the majority of the injuries occurred when the players were in high 

school. This is consistent with previous research that found that “high school athletes return to 

play within 1–3 days after a new or recurring ankle sprain” (Stubblefield et al., 2019). 

Specifically, this was seen with Debbie, who returned to play after her ankle sprain the next day.  

Previous studies conducted by Lacasse and Njororai, found that most injuries occurred 

when the soccer players were training. (Lacasse & Njororai, 2021). This differed with the 

findings of this study since it was found that out of five injuries, three were caused through 

accidents on the field. These findings, however, follow NCAA studies that found women to have 

three times more injuries occurring during soccer games when compared to soccer practice (Karr 

et al., 2015). Injuries typically occur during a soccer game due to the “competitiveness of the 

game elicits more fatigue” (“Men’s Soccer Injuries,” 2009).  

When researching injuries common for women soccer players, research is predominantly 

focused on ACL injuries and overlooks many of the other lower body injuries that women can 



 
 

   
 

get when playing this sport (Larruskain et al., 2018). It came as no surprise that an ACL tear was 

reported by Betty. Larruskain et al. reports that female soccer players experience a 2-3 times 

greater risk of sustaining ACL injuries (2018). 

Previous research conducted by Lacasse and Njororai found that women are more likely 

to get an ankle strain due to muscle or tendon injury. However, Debbie reported having an ankle 

sprain with stretched ligament, which was typically seen in men, so the findings of this study did 

contradict previous research (Lacasse & Njororai, 2021). Debbie also returned to play the next 

day and experienced a 2-4-week recovery period. According to Stubblefield et al. recovery from 

an ankle sprain can take months to recover due to stretched ligaments (2019). This can be seen as 

an incomplete recovery process since the ligaments did not have enough time to heal. Research 

conducted by Stubblefield et al. studied players who returned to play after 24 hours of an ankle 

sprain and found that the patients “suffered damage to the ligamentous structures of the ankle 

joint” (“Lateral ankle ligament reconstruction,” 2019). Debbie mentioned experiencing 

hesitations when playing soccer due to fear of reinjury. This is consistent with previous research 

since ankle joint laxity is seen weeks to months after an injury (Stubblefield et al., 2019).  

While there were no reports of concussions in this study, in previous studies it was seen 

that it is twice as likely that female soccer teams get one concussion per season, when compared 

to male teams (Larruskain et al., 2018). This may also be due to difficulties in diagnosing a 

concussion. Also, there could have been an underestimation of the importance of treating a 

concussion and this could have been overlooked (Larruskain et al., 2018). Specifically, in this 

study only the worst injuries each athlete faced was examined so it could also be assumed that if 

an athlete did have a concussion, a more severe injury could have been reported. 



 
 

   
 

When looking at the psychological aspect of injuries and recovery periods, there are 

different things to consider. Mental health and fears were mentioned throughout the survey 

responses. It is important for an athlete to have an adequate support system when recovering 

from an injury. Lattimore conducted research and mentioned that it is “crucial for coaches and 

healthcare professionals working with athletes to ensure the injured athlete is aware of 

psychological side effects” (2017). If the players have this support, it can help them “work 

through the severe psychological impact of injury and to help athletes minimize the emotional 

trauma experienced” (Lattimore, 2017). Consistent with research conducted by Lattimore, fear of 

reinjury is commonly seen throughout the rehabilitation process (2017). This was seen with 

players Betty and Debbie, who were both afraid of reinjury and were cautious of their now 

healed limb. Another aspect of psychological impacts could be pressure from external sources. In 

a previous study conducted by Larruskain et al. there was a lower number of available female 

players playing per season which could have resulted in female players that were still in recovery 

to return to play (2018). While in this study it was not examined if the players had outside 

influences that affected their return to play, this could be a contributing factor for some of the 

players to return to play before they were fully recovered.  

CONCLUSION 

This case study examined the injuries of 5 female soccer players of the CSU female 

soccer team. Soccer players typically have a higher risk of injury due to the constant lower body 

exertion. The injuries these players sustained all involved the lower extremities. While the 

participants sustained substantial injuries with different recovery periods, there were no negative 

thoughts about soccer after the injury. This was important since Lattimore found that athletes 

who are in a negative state of mind can be at a higher risk of injury or sustain more severe 



 
 

   
 

injuries (2017). The majority of the participants did not have hesitations when coming back to 

play soccer after their injury. This was to be expected due to the hesitation and fears of reinjury. 

It came as no surprise that the players did not let their injuries hold them back and their love of 

soccer did not change. While some of the participants did explain how their mental health was 

affected, it did not affect their future performance since they continued to perform in the sport. 

While this research included a small sample size, the findings examine the information in a new 

way and show different injuries sustained and what impacted the players in returning to play. 

The information found in this case study can be used to find different ways that soccer players 

get hurt and how long it takes for recovery. Using this information on injuries, the length of 

recovery time, and hesitations, a future plan to treat injuries can be made that brings 

psychological aspects into the physical recovery process. This can help all athletes and provide 

them with support to return back to their sport as efficiently as possible with no hesitations, when 

deemed medically possible. 

There are limitations to the present study. Since this was a case study, the findings were 

gathered from an anonymous study. The participants had free will to give as much information as 

they wanted. There were still more questions that could have been asked and answered. There 

could have also been an interview conducted after the study to gain more information as to why 

the participants wrote their responses and gather more information. The information resulting 

from this study only reflects a small number of athletes from Columbus State University’s 

female soccer team. It is acknowledged that this case study design has inherent limitations, future 

studies should try to include more participants and include more quantitative data to extend the 

study. There can also be studies that examine participants in detail to provide more conclusive 

evidence.  



 
 

   
 

This case study examines the previous injuries sustained by athletes and their thoughts 

about returning to play soccer. The findings can be useful when examining different recovery 

periods to find what impacts athletes when returning to play to better improve future 

performance. A future study can be used to investigate other sports to find if there are 

correlations between all athletes to further improve the lives of injured athletes and help them 

return to their sport quickly. Future research also could be conducted with a larger population to 

examine if there are differences between other teams or even genders. There also needs to be 

more research specifically on female soccer players since typically research is focused on men 

and it is important to “fully understand the anatomical, physiological, biomechanical as well as 

training effects that soccer has” (Lacasse & Njororai, 2021). 
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ABSTRACT 

Strain analysis is the process used to quantify rock deformation. Rf-Phi analysis, a type of strain 

analysis, can be used to calculate bulk strain values (Rs) for rock samples. Strain analysis for rocks in the 

southern Appalachians, however, has produced varying results that suggest grain tracing strategies, 

different workers, and different software applications may influence calculated bulk strain. In an attempt 

to resolve this, new rock samples as well as previously analyzed samples were (re)analyzed using 

different grain boundary tracing strategies, chemical staining of feldspars to improve grain boundary 

identification, comparison of thin sections and hand samples, and comparison of different software 

applications. Results indicate that a more conservative approach for grain boundary tracing resulted in 

lower Rs values. More liberal grain tracing strategies in unstained hand samples resulted in higher 

calculated Rs values. Smaller grain sizes, especially those analyzed from thin sections, resulted in lower 

strain values than those recorded in larger grains, especially in unstained hand samples. Software 

applications played a part in affecting calculated bulk strain values. Results from calculated Rs using an 

Excel spreadsheet designed for Rf-Phi analysis produced different results than those calculated by 

Ellipsefit. Ultimately, the most consistent Rf-Phi techniques (e.g. thin section grain tracing) may also 

produce the least reliable bulk strain values. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Mechanical stress is the result of a force applied over an area. In rocks and other materials, stress 

has the potential to change their position, volume, and shape during deformation.  When subjected to 

mechanical stresses, rocks can behave in either a brittle (i.e. fracture) or ductile (i.e. plastic) manner. 

During brittle deformation, rocks may fracture in response to the stress applied. At the atomic level, 

bonds in the crystal structure of the minerals that make up the rock will shorten, lengthen, or bend until 

they exceed their elastic limit, subsequently forming fractures in the rocks. Alternatively, during 

deformation the atoms in the minerals will slip past one another, with atomic bonds breaking and 

reforming in new orientations. Breaking and reforming bonds make the rock appear to fold, bend, and 

even flow on the micro- and macro-scale. Both brittle and ductile deformation are affected by pressure, 

temperature, chemistry, time, and strain rate. Typically, brittle deformation occurs in rocks that form at 

shallow depths under high strain rates, while ductile deformation typically occurs in rocks at much greater 

depths (i.e. under higher pressure-temperature conditions) or under low strain rates.  

Deformation of rock can be studied using both qualitative and quantitative means. During 

quantitative strain analysis, deformed grains are analyzed to assess changes in their shape and orientation 

that have occurred over some time frame. Of the various ways to conduct quantitative strain analysis, Rf-

Phi analysis is one of the more common techniques and can be applied to any rock with mineral grains 

that experienced ductile deformation. Rf-Phi analysis is accomplished by fitting ellipses to a population of 

mineral grains, including those with non-elliptical cross-sections (Lisle, 1985). These “best-fit” ellipses 

are defined by long and short axes, which are perpendicular to each other. The representation of mineral 

grains as ellipses allows for a statistical treatment of the orientation of a population of grains (>100) that 

have been progressively deformed in a stress field. Over time, the long axis of each elliptical grain will 

gradually rotate into the plane of progressive shearing or flattening. For the orientation of the grains, the 



 

   
 

variable “Phi” is used. During deformation, grains become systematically aligned into a common plane of 

shearing from their hypothetical initial random alignment in the undeformed rock, with Phi values 

systematically decreasing through time during progressive shear (Fig. 1). Additionally, the ratio of the 

long and short axes of the mineral grains gradually increase with progressive shearing under ductile 

conditions, increasing the ellipticity of the best-fit ellipse. The ratio of the long and short axis of a best-fit 

ellipse for a mineral grain is calculated as the “Rf” value of the grain (Fig. 1). When the Rf value 

increases, so does the axial ratio of the ellipse.  

 

Figure 1. Deformed and undeformed strain marker. Adapted from Lisle, R., 1985. 

This statistical analysis (i.e. Rf-Phi) of deformed grains allows geologists to calculate the cumulative 

strain, or “bulk” strain of the rock. Bulk strain (i.e. Rs) can be defined by the theoretical strain ellipse (2-

dimensions) or strain ellipsoid (3-dimensions). The axial ratio (Rf) and orientation (Phi) values can then 

be plotted on an Rf-Phi diagram. Using the Rf and Phi values to plot individual grains on the Rf-Phi 

diagram, the distribution of these points can be compared to strain models for randomly oriented ellipses 

at progressively higher strain values. From the diagram, an Rs (bulk strain) value can be assigned to the 

rock. The higher the strain accumulated in a rock, the higher the Rs value (Lisle, 1985). 

The primary tool used for Rf-phi analysis used in this project is the software application 

Ellipsefit, version 3.7.4, a strain analysis tool developed by Frederick Vollmer (Vollmer, 2019). The 



 

   
 

software is appropriate for use on hand samples, thin sections, outcrop surfaces, and any geological 

surface in which object boundaries can be traced (e.g. photographs).  

Quartz vs Feldspar in Strain Analysis  

The most common mineral used in Rf-phi analysis is quartz, as it experiences ductile deformation 

at relatively low pressure-temperature conditions (<300°, degrees C and <0.3 GPa). This means quartz 

will begin to record strain in a rock early in the deformation process. However, quartz may be less 

desirable in high pressure-temperature conditions, as primary quartz grains or veins can become disrupted 

during progressive strain. Instead of a highly deformed single grain, quartz may appear as multiple 

individual grains because of grain disruption. For Rf-Phi analysis, a grain that has been dismembered 

during progressive strain would yield much lower Rs values than a similarly strained intact grain. In 

addition, dismembered quartz veins have the potential to create “grains'' that may appear to have 

experienced extremely high strain. Because the rocks analyzed as part of this project have been subjected 

to high temperatures-pressures (e.g. amphibolite facies dynamothermal metamorphism) and intense 

deformation, the more robust feldspar mineral grains were used for analysis. Feldspars undergo ductile 

deformation at higher temperatures and pressures than quartz and are less likely to have been completely 

disaggregated during progressive shearing. However, feldspar grains are also less likely to record the 

earliest deformation phases of a rock, which may have occurred prior to ductile deformation of the 

feldspar. Thus, Rf-Phi analysis of feldspar is less likely to record the total strain experienced by a rock 

and cannot be compared with Rs values calculated using Rf-Phi analysis of quartz. However, it is useful 

in comparing bulk strain across different feldspar-bearing rocks under similar pressure-temperature 

conditions (Do et al., 2019; Lowery et al., 2019). 

Previous Work 

The task of assessing strain in orogenic belts has been taken up by researchers in the southern 

Appalachians (e.g. Roop-Eckart and Barineau, 2015; Barineau et al., 2018a, 2018b; Lowery et al., 2019; 



 

   
 

Do et al, 2019), as well as other orogenic systems (e.g. Genier and Epard, 2007; Kassem et al., 2012).  

Roop-Eckart (2016) used Rf-phi to analyze the Alexander City fault in the Ashland-Wedowee-Emuckfaw 

belt of Alabama (i.e. eastern Blue Ridge) and compared those results with rocks of the non-faulted Coley 

Creek orthogneiss.  

That work showed that rocks along the margins of the Coley Creek pluton recorded higher Rs 

values than those of the proposed “ductile” Alexander City fault zone (Steltenpohl et al, 2013). Barineau 

et al. (2018a) showed that regional Rs values in the eastern Blue Ridge of Alabama increased 

systematically from northwest to southeast approaching the Brevard fault zone. Barineau et al. (2018b) 

compared the strain recorded by alkali and plagioclase feldspar grains in a single sample that had 

experienced the same pressure-temperature (i.e. middle-upper amphibolite) conditions. In that analysis, 

no significant difference was noted in Rs values as recorded by feldspars of differing chemistry.   

Figure 2. Table of Rs values from Lowery, S., and Do, I., 2019. 

Do (2019) performed Rf-Phi analysis on the Austell Gneiss (Georgia) in proximity to the Brevard 

fault zone and found that Rs values, as recorded by feldspar, decreased away from the hinge of the 

antiformal Austell Gneiss, and that deformation associated with folding had a larger influence on bulk 

strain than deformation in the adjacent Brevard fault zone. Lowery (2020) calculated Rs values in 

proximity to the Brevard fault zone as recorded by feldspars in the Kowaliga Gneiss (Alabama), 

concluding that Rs values did increase towards the Brevard fault zone both regionally and within the 

Kowaliga pluton. 



 

   
 

 

Figure 3. Austell Gneiss strain gradient. Adapted from Do, I., 2019. 

Interestingly, in this earlier work both Do (2019) and Lowery (2020) found that thin-section 

analysis always produced smaller Rs values than hand sample analysis in the same rock sample. In 

addition, while much of the initial Rf-Phi work was conducted using SAPE (Semi-Automated Parameter 

Extraction) software to calculate best-fit ellipses (Roop-Eckart, 2016; Barineau et al., 2018a, 2018b) and 

an Excel spreadsheet (Chew, 2003) created to calculate Rs, subsequent work was conducted using 

Ellipsefit software (Do et al., 2019; Do, 2019; Lowery et al., 2019; Lowery, 2020, Coffee, 2022, this 

study). 

These observations lead to the distinct possibility that differences in grain tracing strategies, analysis of 

rocks by different workers, and different software applications might result in differences in calculated Rs 

values. For example, differences in tracing methods employed by different workers, or the same worker, 

might lead to differences in best-fit ellipse data, which could lead to differences in calculated bulk strain 

values. These include different tracing strategies employing either a liberal or conservative approach 

(Lowery, 2020). Chemical staining of feldspars has the potential to better identify grain boundaries, 

including easier identification of small grains commonly avoided during hand sample analysis. 



 

   
 

Differences in software applications used for the analysis might also have an effect on the calculated bulk 

strain values due to differences in each program's methods of calculating best fit ellipses. The number of 

variables inherent in Rf-Phi analysis across different workers employing different grain boundary 

identification and grain tracing techniques, as well as different software applications, has the potential to 

produce a wide range of Rs values, even for the same rocks. 

This Study 

To address these concerns, select rock samples from the southern Appalachians were analyzed as 

part of this project. Sample ST024 from the Bartletts Ferry fault zone and samples OUR029, JKG021, and 

DEX023 from the eastern Blue Ridge, were used to assess differences in Rs values between thin section, 

which tends to capture the smallest grains in the rock, and hand sample, which tends to capture larger 

grains. Different tracing strategies were also used on ST024, including a “liberal” and “conservative 

tracing” method. During conservative tracing, only the clearest grain boundaries are selected, while a 

liberal method involves tracing grains with less distinct grain boundaries. Samples ST024, JKG021, 

DEX023, and OUR029 were chemically stained to see if the staining process increases the efficiency of 

identifying feldspar grain boundaries in hand sample. The method of staining feldspars was first proposed 

by Gabriel and Cox (1929) and improved upon by others. This study's staining methods were mainly 

modeled after later workers, including Bailey and Stevens (1960) and Mikes (2016). Sample DEX023, 

formerly analyzed by ESS Geology student David Gilbert, was reanalyzed in order to compare the results 

from this study with the earlier work (Barineau et al., 2018b), and allowed me to examine the effects of 

different workers analyzing the same sample. Where available, Rs values from previous work were 

compared with Rs values from this study. For example, best-fit ellipse data from sample DEX023, 

originally analyzed using a different software application (SAPE) was reanalyzed in this study using 

Ellipsefit in order to compare best fit-ellipse selection between the two programs. 

 



 

   
 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Figure 4. Google Earth map with geological formations and the location of sample ST024 adapted from 

Barineau et al., 2017. 

Samples were collected in the field on January 20th, 2020, from within and along the flanks of 

the Goat Rock and Bartletts Ferry fault zones north of Columbus, GA with the help of Dr. Clinton 

Barineau, Dr. Thomas Hanley, and Geosciences graduate student PJ Doughty. Each sample was tagged 

with a GPS location and subsequently added to a Google Earth file. Field data for each sample included 

strike and dip measurements and basic lithology. From these samples, ST024 was chosen for strain 

analysis. Samples DEX023, JKG021, and OUR029 were collected from the Zana Granite and Kowaliga 

Gneiss in the eastern Blue Ridge of Alabama by Dr. Clinton Barineau, Earth and Space Science alumnus 

David Gilbert, and visiting research student Sarang Agrawal. 



 

   
 

 

Figure 5. Google Earth map with geological units and sample locations adapted from Barineau et al., 

2017. 

 

Figure 6. (From left to right) Samples DEX023, OUR029 and JKG021 

Metamorphic rocks develop planar fabrics (i.e. foliation), due to preferential alignment of platy 

minerals under directed stresses and are common characteristics of regionally metamorphosed rocks. In 

addition to planar fabrics, progressive shearing under directed stress has the potential to produce linear 

shear fabrics that result in the alignment of mineral grains growing in the stress field, as well as brittle or 

ductile deformation of pre-existing grains. These linear fabrics mark the “mean stretching lineation” in the 

rocks and record the net slip vector in the stress field. Both the foliation and mean stretching lineation for 



 

   
 

each sample was identified, with each rock sample cut parallel to the mean stretching lineation and 

perpendicular to the foliation. 

 

Figure 7. Photo of sample ST024 with arrow marking the mean stretching lineation. 

After cutting the rock samples, photographs of the rock face were used to trace the boundaries of 

at least 100 feldspar grains using the drawing tool in Microsoft PowerPoint, version 2010. In hand 

sample, plagioclase and potassium feldspars were identified using typical features such as color and 

rectangular cleavage planes. Both feldspar groups could be differentiated from common quartz by their 

two cleavage planes oriented at approximately 90 degrees, which is absent in similarly colored quartz 

grains. Thin sections were created from each hand sample and analyzed using a Motic 3.0 polarizing light 

microscope. Feldspars under cross-polarized light commonly exhibit first-order gray interference colors 

and, where twinned, exhibit unique extinction patterns. In untwinned grains, biaxial interference figures, 

cleavage traces, and interference colors were also used to distinguish feldspars from other minerals.  

Feldspar grain boundaries in both thin-section and hand sample were traced in order to conduct 

Rf-Phi analysis. After the initial count of feldspar grains from pictures of hand samples and thin sections, 

the rock samples were subjected to a chemical staining process in order to help with grain boundary 

identification. 



 

   
 

 

Figure 8. Labeled photo of the staining station set up 

 First, a cut hand sample was placed above a solution of hydrofluoric acid to be etched by the 

acid’s vapors. This step dissolves silica on grain surfaces and enhances the staining process. After 2 to 3 

minutes of vapor etching, the sample was rinsed with distilled water and dipped into a solution of barium 

chloride. The barium chloride replaces the calcium ions in the plagioclase feldspar with barium ions. The 

sample was immediately removed, rinsed, and then dipped into a solution of sodium cobaltinitrite for 1 

minute. The potassium ions in the potassium feldspar react with sodium cobaltinitrite to form a yellow 

precipitate. The sample was then gently rinsed in distilled water and placed face down in a solution of 

rhodizonate. The rhodizonate reacts with the barium ions from the barium chloride to produce a red 

precipitate.  The sample was then rinsed one final time with distilled water, leaving the different feldspars 

stained yellow and red. This was done for hand samples ST024, OUR029, JKG021, and DEX023. Once 

the stained samples were dry, photographs of the stained samples were used to trace feldspar grain 

boundaries. 

Images of the traced boundaries from the thin section, unstained hand samples, and stained hand 

samples were converted into bitmap files before being imported into EllipseFit version 3.7.4. Using the 

Fill Shape tool, best fit ellipses were automatically assigned to each traced shape. Using these best fit 

ellipses, Ellipsefit extracted both Rf and phi values for each ellipse. Using these values, Ellipsefit 



 

   
 

calculated bulk strain for each sample and created an Rf-Phi plot. The calculated Rs value then provided a 

quantitative assessment of the deformation experienced by the rock, as recorded by feldspar. Ellipsefit 

utilized three methods to determine bulk strain values, including an Eigenvector, Mean Radial Length, 

and Hyperbolic Mean calculation.  

 

 Figure 9. Rf-Phi plot for sample ST024 

Each calculation produced essentially the same bulk strain value. Once bulk strain value was 

determined, the data for each sample was unstrained using the Transform Data tool. Using this unstrained 

data, a new Rf-Phi plot was created in order to estimate anisotropy. Anisotropy values (Ia) provide 

insights into the probability that a rock sample had a pre-existing alignment of mineral grains prior to 

deformation. Pre-existing mineral grain alignment can result in overestimates of bulk strain recorded by 

the rock. Ia values greater than 0.5 suggest the possibility of an initial fabric in the rock and might require 

additional analysis or elimination of the data from consideration (Vollmer, 2018).  

 



 

   
 

Sample 
number 

Thin Section Hand sample Stained Hand sample Raw data Grain size average 

ST024 X X X   

DEX023 X X X X X 

JKG021 X X X   

OUR029 X X X   

Table 1. List of samples used in this study. 

Once all of the data was collected, I analyzed different tracing methods by comparing calculated 

Rs values. These comparisons included variations in bulk strain as recorded by thin sections, stained and 

unstained hand samples; grain size variation in hand sample; and liberal vs conservative methods of grain 

tracing. DEX023 was used to compare calculated bulk strain for grains of different sizes, with grain size 

plotted on a frequency distribution graph (i.e. histogram). Unstained vs. stained, and liberal vs 

conservative drawing methods were compared to test the effects of grain boundary identification on Rs 

values. Samples ST024 (this study) and samples SL006, SL008, SL015, SL018, and SL020 (Lowery, 

2020) were used to compare differences in Rs based on liberal vs. conservative grain tracing strategies. 

Raw data from DEX023 (Barineau et al., 2018a) was processed through Ellipsefit in order to compare 

those results with Rs values calculated by SAPE and an Excel spreadsheet designed for Rf-Phi analysis 

(Chew, 2003). A comparison of different workers analyzing the same sample was conducted using data 

from sample DEX023. 

 

 

 



 

   
 

RESULTS 

Variation by tracing methods (Liberal vs Conservative) 

For all of the samples compared, the conservative tracing method always yielded a lower Rs 

value than the liberal tracing method (Fig. 6). The largest difference was seen in sample ST024, with a 

liberal Rs value (4.0034) ~1.86 times greater than the conservative Rs value (2.1546) (Table 2). The 

smallest difference was observed in sample SL008, with the liberal value 1.2 times greater than the 

conservative value (Table 2). 

 

Figure 10. Graph of Rs values for liberal and conservative tracing methods for six samples. 

Sample 
Number 

Liberal 
Tracing 

Method (Rs) 

Conservative 
Tracing Method 

(Rs) 

Percent Difference in 
Calculated Rs 

Source 

ST024 4.0034 2.1546 85.80% Thompson,2022 



 

   
 

SL006 3.7530 2.9351 27.90% Lowery,2020 

SL008 3.3734 2.8367 18.91% Lowery,2020 

SL015 3.9804 3.1585 26.02% Lowery,2020 

SL018 5.3167 4.0024 32.83% Lowery,2020 

SL020 4.5463 3.4709 30.98% Lowery,2020 

Table 2. Table of all Rs values obtained from the two tracing methods, percent difference in calculated 
Rs, and source of Rs data. 

Tracing methods: thin section and unstained and stained hand samples 

Across the samples analyzed, thin section Rs values were always lower than Rs values from both 

unstained and stained hand samples (see Figure 7). The largest difference was seen in sample DEX023, 

with a thin section Rs value of 1.4858, and an unstained hand sample Rs value of 2.1546 (i.e. 50% 

difference) (Table 3). 



 

   
 

 

Figure 11. Graph comparing Rs values of thin section, unstained, and stained samples. 

Sample 
number 

Thin section Unstained hand sample Stained hand sample Source 

ST024 1.6365 2.1546 1.7922 Thompson,2022  

DEX023 1.4858 6.3129 5.4856 Thompson,2022  

OUR029 1.2976 4.4206 3.1730 Thompson,2022 

JKG021 1.3843 6.4201 3.3674 Thompson,2022 

SL036 1.3307 1.3522 X Coffee,2022 

ID007 1.1396 1.9395 X Coffee,2022 

Table 3. Rs values from thin sections, unstained hand samples, and stained hand samples, and the source 
of the data. 



 

   
 

The smallest Rs difference was observed in sample SL036 (Coffee, 2022), with only a 2% 

difference between the thin section and hand sample Rs values. Among those that have a stained hand 

sample, their stained Rs values were always lower than the unstained samples. JKG021 had the largest 

difference between its unstained and stained hand sample (Figure 7). Interestingly, the calculated Rs for 

unstained hand sample ST024 was very similar to its thin section Rs value (8% variation). It would be 

expected to have thin section values significantly lower than any hand sample, but these two samples 

have stained hand samples very close in Rs values to their thin sections. 

Rs calculations by different workers: DEX023 

The calculated Rs values for sample DEX023 (Table 4) were 6.3129 from this study and 2.08 from 

Barineau et al., 2018a. The significant difference in these values suggest different workers analyzing the 

same rock can result in vastly different bulk strain values.  

 

Table 4. DEX023 Rs values from this study and David Gilbert in Barineau et al., 2018a 

 Thin Section 
(Thompson,2022) 

Hand sample 
(Thompson,2022) 

Hand Sample (Barineau 
et al., 2018a) 

Rs Values 1.4858 6.3129 2.0800 



 

   
 

 

Figure 12. Graph showing average grain sizes of DEX023 from both this study and Barineau et al., 2018a. 

Analyzed grains from this study were much larger (mean grain size = 10.3 mm) compared to 

David Gilbert's earlier analysis (mean grain size = 6.2 mm). Grain size distribution (Fig. 8) from Gilbert’s 

earlier analysis were skewed to the left side of the graph, meaning the vast majority of those grains were 

smaller than those in this study. This is reflected in the comparison of standard deviations between the 

two analyses (Table 5). The largest grains utilized in this study were also much larger than the largest 

grains from the earlier work. 

 

 

 

 



 

   
 

 (Barineau et 
al, 2018a) 

 

Thompson, 2022 

Mean Grain Size  6.20 mm 10.3 mm 

Standard Deviation 1.20 mm 5.10 mm 

Smallest Grain 2.00 mm 4.00 mm 

Largest Grain 10.0 mm 27.5 mm 

Table 5. Statistics for different grain sizes of DEX023 from this study and Barineau et al., 2018a. 

Different software applications 

After importing both the raw polygons and data extracted from those polygons that David Gilbert 

created using SAPE into Ellipsefit; no significant difference between the produced Rs values was 

observed. The raw polygons produced only a slightly higher calculated Rs value (3% difference) than the 

calculated Rs value for the raw data (Table 6). However, the Rs value reported by David Gilbert, which 

utilized a combination of SAPE and an Excel spreadsheet (Chew, 2003) produced a much lower Rs value 

of 2.08 than the 2.7-2.8 Rs value calculated by Ellipsefit. 

 RS values 

Ellipsefit: shapes 2.7948 

Ellipsefit: raw 
data 

2.7073 

SAPE + Chew 
spreadsheet 

2.0800 



 

   
 

Table 6. Different Rs values produced for DEX023, including raw shapes and raw Rf and phi data 
processed by Ellipsefit, and Rs values calculated by SAPE and an Excel spreadsheet (Chew, 2003). 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The results of this study found the potential for significant variation in calculated bulk strain (Rs) 

depending on the tracing strategy employed, use of thin sections vs. hand samples vs. stained hand 

samples, grain size variation, and software application. Liberal grain boundary tracing methods always 

produced higher Rs values than those calculated using more conservative methods (this study and 

Lowery, 2020). This is likely the result of differences in how workers select grain boundaries, especially 

where sigmoidally-sheared feldspar “tails” are interpreted. This is especially problematic where shearing 

processes mechanically or chemically alter sigmoidal tails. The incorporation of sigmoidal tails in the 

traced grain would increase the bulk strain value by creating ellipses with larger Rf values.  

 Stained hand samples always produced smaller Rs values than unstained samples, likely because 

staining limits the “freedom” inherent in grain boundary identification and tracing. Like the liberal vs. 

conservative tracing strategies, the inclusion or exclusion of sigmoidal tails can have a profound impact 

on the Rf value because it impacts the assignment of best-fit ellipses. Chemical staining of feldspar 

eliminates the freedom inherent in liberal tracing methods but may result in underestimates of bulk strain. 

It was noted in some areas of easily identifiable grains that the staining process did not appear to stain 

some of the regions initially included in the original grain boundary. During tracing of unstained hand 

samples, researchers could end up including sigmoidal tails which increase the overall calculated bulk 

strain value. These tails may actually include portions of the original grain that have recrystallized 

(recovering strain) during progressive shear, as is typical of mylonite’s (e.g. ST024). This suggests the 

liberal tracing method captures this recrystallization, while the conservative unstained and stained tracing 

methods do not. 

 Thin sections, when compared to all hand samples, had the lowest overall bulk strain values in 

this study and others (Coffee, 2022; Lowery, 2020; Do, 2019; Roop-Eckart, 2016; Barineau et al., 2018a). 



 

   
 

Thin section grain boundary tracing is inherently “conservative” in nature, as grain boundaries are 

distinct. In addition, grains in thin section are inherently smaller than those in hand sample. Because these 

smaller grains always show lower Rs values than larger grains, even those traced using stained hand 

samples and conservative methods, then it suggests that smaller grains do not take up strain as efficiently 

as larger grains in the same rock.   

 The difference seen between calculated Rs values for DEX023 (this study) and similar 

calculations from Barineau et al., 2018a (Table 4) suggests that even when researchers employ the same 

techniques for analyzing the same sample, their results can differ significantly. This is especially true 

when different workers select different grain sizes. This is evidenced in the observation that David 

Gilbert's hand sample grains were smaller than those chosen in this study (Figure 8). In addition, Gilbert’s 

selection of grains employed an “ultra-conservative” method and avoided large grains where he could not 

clearly identify a grain boundary. This biased his grain selection towards smaller grains for his 100 

feldspars. In this study, smaller grains in hand sample were generally avoided as they were hypothesized 

to be fragments of larger grains, and as such, would not reflect the true accumulated strain in the sample.   

While results are not identical, both the raw data and raw polygons generated by SAPE produced 

very similar bulk strain values when analyzed using Ellipsefit. This suggests the two software 

applications have similar processes for calculating best fit ellipses for grain boundaries. However, the 

final Rs value produced from David Gilbert's research (2.08) was 1.3 times lower than the same raw data 

calculated by Ellipsefit. This error seems to originate not from SAPE, but from the Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheet calculation (Chew, 2003). This suggests all previous strain analysis work using the 

spreadsheet should have their raw data reanalyzed by Ellipsefit.  

Finally, this study suggests there may be a limit to the usefulness of Rf-Phi analysis in highly 

strained, ductily-deformed rocks (i.e. mylonite’s). Roop-Eckart (2016) found that samples in immediate 

proximity to a known zone of shearing (e.g. margins of the Coley Creek pluton), were similar to those far 

away from the margin, with bulk strain values increasing and then rapidly decreasing with proximity to 



 

   
 

the sheared margin (Roop-Eckart, 2016). Theoretically, values should increase with proximity to a 

sheared contact. It is possible that Rs values plummet at the contact because they reach a limit to what Rf-

Phi analysis can quantify. In the zones of highest strain, shearing is so intense that it may fragment 

primary grains into smaller, less elliptical grains. In this study, sample ST024 is from an outcrop in the 

Bartletts Ferry fault zone, which accommodated emplacement of the peri-Gondwanan Uchee belt above 

the Laurentian Pine Mountain belt. Despite the incredible displacement that must have occurred across 

this boundary (10’s of km), its Rs values in general were less than those samples collected from non-

faulted rocks internal to the eastern Blue Ridge (Table 2). If this is the case, calculated Rs values for 

heavily mylonitonized rocks may not reflect the actual level of accumulated strain. Further work would be 

needed to test this hypothesis.  
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APPENDIX 

 

Tracing methods Rs Values 

Sample 
number 

Thin 
Section 

Liberal 
Tracing 

Conservative Tracing 
(Unstained Hand sample) 

Stained 
Hand 

sample 

Source 

ST024 1.6365 4.0034 2.1546 1.7922 Thompson,2022 

JKG021 1.3843 X 6.4201 3.3674 Thompson.2022 

DEX023 1.4858 X 6.3129 5.4856 Thompson,2022 

OUR029 1.2976 X 4.4206 3.1730 Thompson,2022 

SL006 X 3.7530 2.9351 X Lowery, 2020 

SL008 X 3.3734 2.8367 X Lowery, 2020 

SL015 X 3.9652 3.1585 X Lowery, 2020 

SL018 X 5.3167 4.0024 X Lowery, 2020 

SL020 X 4.5463 3.4709 X Lowery, 2020 

SL036 1.3307 X 1.3522 X Coffee, 2022 

ID007 1.1396 X 1.9395 X Coffee, 2022 

 



 

   
 

Tracing Methods Ia values 

Sample 
number 

Thin 
Section 

Liberal 
Tracing 

Conservative Tracing 
(Unstained Hand sample) 

Stained Hand 
sample 

Source 

ST024 0.150 0.570 0.350 0.528 Thompson,
2022 

JKG021 0.321 X 0.359 0.191 Thompson,
2022 

DEX023 0.388 X 0.436 0.279 Thompson,
2022 

OUR029 0.171 X 0.475 0.378 Thompson,
2022 

SL006 X 0.27 0.247 X Lowery, 
2020 

SL008 X 0.152 0.34 X Lowery, 
2020 

SL015 X 0.53 0.285 X Lowery, 
2020 

SL018 X 0.335 0.095 X Lowery, 
2020 

SL020 X 0.377 0.362 X Lowery, 
2020 

SL036 0.314 0.476 0.196 X Coffee, 
2022 

ID007 0.171 X 0.465 X Coffee, 
2022 

 



 

   
 

DEX023 hand sample worker and software comparisons 

 
Rs Values 

EllipseFit  4.4206 

Raw Polygons 2.7948 

Raw Data 2.7073 

SAPE+Chew 2.0800 

 

Compiled bulk strain calculations and Rf-Phi plots for samples from this study
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ABSTRACT 

This alternative to thesis regards the need for and process of redrafting Columbus State University’s 

Riverside Theatre Complex’s Studio Theatre in VectorWorks, a 3D computer-aided design software 

program. People working in every technical theatre job require an accurate draft of the theatre space in 

order to design and execute their work properly. This includes drafting scenic ground plans and lighting 

plots and looking at designs from different perspectives. While a file already exists for the Studio Theatre, 

it is insufficient in many ways. It is invaluable to create a new, accurate draft of the space that students 

and faculty will be able to use efficiently for years to come. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Lighting designers require an accurate draft of the space they are designing for so that they can 

account for angles, obstacles, and different parts of architecture in their design decisions. In order to 

create an efficient and practical design, the designer should be aware of all obstacles or quirks of a 

specific space. In the entertainment industry, many lighting designers travel from theatre to theatre and 

they may not be familiar with the space itself, meaning that they base their knowledge off the drafting of 

the space alone. If the document is not accurate, it can waste time and money for everyone involved. It is 

much more efficient to simply have an accurate file that they can reference. 

 VectorWorks is a computer-aided design (CAD) software that aids in 2D and 3D visualization. It 

is the industry standard for theatrical lighting designers, but it is also used in other professions that require 

accurate mechanical drawings such as landscaping, architecture, and themed entertainment. In theatre, it 

is primarily used for lighting and sound plots and scenic ground plans. Lighting designers need to know 

exactly where the hanging positions are in the space so that they can accurately plan where to place 

fixtures in order to achieve their desired result. 

At Columbus State University, we have three theatre spaces: the Mainstage Theatre, the Studio 

Theatre, and the Lab Theatre. All of these theatres have some type of drafting of the space, but the Studio 

Theatre is the most lacking in terms of accuracy and coherence. In the current VectorWorks file for the 

Studio Theatre at CSU, many parts of the theatre are not accurately drawn, which only causes confusion 

and can easily waste the time of designers and electricians. This document has been used for many years, 

and designers have had trouble with its flaws. The file is difficult to understand and causes designers to 

spend much longer drafting their plot than necessary. For my Alternative to Thesis, I have created a 

completely new VectorWorks file for the Studio Theatre from scratch. All of the measurements and 

notations are intended to be accurate and clear. This will aid future designers, as they will have a file that 

is easy to comprehend and they will not have to spend time deciphering the document, like they currently 

have to do with the older file. It will also assist electricians, scenic designers, technical directors, 



 
 

   
 

directors, and a countless number of others. A previous professor created the older VectorWorks file, so 

my perspective as a CSU student will be beneficial, as I am familiar with the feedback of other student 

designers on what parts of the file are insufficient. I have gained this knowledge through being an 

electrician in the Studio Theatre and working with designers through their obstacles and frustrations. 

  



 
 

   
 

ANALYZING THE PREVIOUS VECTORWORKS FILE 

Overview 

The previous VectorWorks file for the Studio Theatre is flawed in many ways, which has affected 

lighting designers and hindered their processes for years. I originally knew of this issue from working as 

an electrician in the Studio Theatre and witnessing firsthand the difficulties that lighting designers went 

through due to the outdated file. Before I started my updated draft for this Alternative to Thesis, I had to 

identify the specific insufficiencies of the older file. I informally asked previous designers about their 

experiences using the file and why it was so difficult to use in comparison to others. 

 When developing a lighting design, it is extremely important to visualize the space in 3D so that 

the beam of light hits the subject at a certain angle. Different angles in lighting design accomplish 

different things; for example, it is popular to have a front light at a 45° angle from the face both vertically 

and horizontally for clear visibility, but if a designer is going for an angle with more shadows on the face 

as a part of their design, they may want the fixture at a steeper vertical angle. In the older file, the 3D 

visualization of the plot is inaccurate in many ways, with pipes being placed incorrectly and parts of the 

architecture missing completely, which will be further explained in the following sections. The updated 

file will include accurate measurements of architecture, including walls, stairs, doors, and heights. All 

pipes will be placed precisely where they are hung in the space. 

Tension Grid 

 In the Studio Theatre there is a tension grid system where electricians can access the instruments. 

However, this grid is supported by architectural supports (see Fig. 1) that easily block beams of light and 

can pose a challenge for designers. The old VectorWorks drafting has no indication of these supports, so 

lighting designers are not able to take them into consideration when drafting their plot. This not only 

affects the lighting plot by the designer having to go back and correct mistakes, but it also severely 

hinders time during lighting focus sessions. When many instruments must be moved because they are 

being blocked, it wastes the time of both the designer and the electricians. With these architectural 



 
 

   
 

elements in the drafting, the designer will easily be able to see the tension grid supports and account for 

them when placing their instruments. 

 

Figure 5. Beams on Tension Grid 

The arrows indicate architectural supports that block beams of light when not accounted for 

properly. 

Drafting 

 In the file there are many examples of sloppy drafting that could easily be resolved. There are 

three different title blocks, when there is only supposed to be one, clearly defined title block (see Fig. 2). 

There are many vertical pipes in the Studio Theatre, but only about half of them are shown, inaccurately. 

Vertical pipes can be an obstacle when hanging and focusing instruments. When they are not accounted 



 
 

   
 

for, fixtures must be moved to a new position, which may affect their angle on the subject and interfere 

with other fixtures and their beams. Additionally, the document labeling is insufficient. Hanging positions 

used to place instruments should be clearly labeled for ease of reading, but they are labeled in a way that 

only leads to confusion (See Fig. 3). 



 
 

   
 

 

Figure 6. Title Blocks in Previous VectorWorks File 

This is taken from the previous VectorWorks file that designers have been using for years. The 
title block is essential for sharing pertinent information about the project. In the figure above, 
multiple shows, directors, and locations are listed without reason. Instead of having one, clearly 
defined title block, there are three inaccurate title blocks, with a large amount of misinformation 
that leads to confusion. 



 
 

   
 

 

Figure 7. Hanging Positions in Previous VectorWorks File 

This figure shows how difficult it is to decipher hanging positions in the previous file. The text is 
askew and overlaps in multiple areas. It is also difficult to read, and the positions are not accurate 
to where they are in the space, especially the vertical hanging positions. 

 

Sheets 

 Lighting designers greatly benefit from having different views of a space, such as a section view 

and perhaps a front elevation. A section view is a cross-section of the space from the center line, so that 



 
 

   
 

one can easily see each side of the theatre. A front elevation is a rendered view looking straight ahead at 

the front of the space. This can be accomplished through sheets and viewports in VectorWorks. In the 

previous file, the sheets are complicated and extraneous. It is unclear as to what is going on in each sheet, 

and there is little to no organization of the sheets themselves. The sheets are named haphazardly, and it is 

difficult for the reader to get the needed information from the sheet list (see Fig. 4). 

 

Figure 8. Sheet List in Previous VectorWorks File 

This highlights the abundance of superfluous and confusing sheets in the previous file. Templates 
1-17 are listed with no clear distinction as to what they refer to; there is no way to tell the 
difference between what is on each sheet. Designers may easily become confused and have to 
look through all of the sheets to find what they need. The sheets can be simplified to improve the 
process and save time of the designer. 

 



 
 

   
 

The sheet list should be clear and the sheets should be accurate. A few sheets in this file are 

especially confusing, which I have included below. Figure 5 shows what is titled “Under Cats”; it is 

implied that this figure would be a clear 3D view of what the under catwalk pipes look like.  

 

Figure 9. “UC 1” (Under Cats) Sheet in Previous VectorWorks File 

This sheet is misleading and does not show helpful information. The pipes can be seen on the top 
of the document, but not on the bottom. It is unclear what is going on, because this sheet includes 
other layers and unnecessary information. Labeling of the different hanging positions also causes 
an issue. Overall, this sheet is insufficient for trying to show what instruments are hung on the 
under catwalk pipes. 

 



 
 

   
 

Figure 6 shows what is titled Pre Planning Magic Sheets. In lighting design, a magic sheet is used 

to simplify the lighting plot in a way that is easy and quick to read. It is beneficial to help the designer 

easily identify different channels and groups. If created properly, it is an invaluable tool to a designer, 

although it is not necessary. A designer may elect to create their magic sheet using a different software or 

may not use one at all. 

 

Figure 10. “ppms 1” (Pre Planning Magic Sheet) in Previous VectorWorks File 

This sheet of the previous VectorWorks file is intended to be a “magic sheet” as described 
previously. The basis of the magic sheet is on this sheet, but overall, it does not work for the 
desired purpose. Although there are multiple Viewports with different restrictions, the title block 
is clearly causing issues in the sheet by covering up other information. 

 



 
 

   
 

Circuit Plot 

A circuit plot shows the location of all circuits in the space. Each lighting fixture is plugged into a 

circuit and assigned to a dimmer. Dimmers adjust voltage to the fixtures to adjust lighting intensity, kind 

of like a dimmable “outlet” for a lighting fixture. When a lighting designer and head electrician are 

preparing for a work call, they need to ensure there are enough dimmers in the space for the number of 

fixtures to be hung. The previously created VectorWorks file does not indicate where the circuits are, so it 

is extremely difficult for those involved to prepare correctly and efficiently. The new file takes this into 

account and includes a circuit plot that shows all available circuits in the space. An accurate circuit plot 

prevents confusion when circuiting instruments and saves the electricians’ time. 

CREATING THE NEW VECTORWORKS FILE 

Overview 

I began the process of creating the visual model of the Studio Theatre by measuring the space’s 

architecture. The bare bones of the space are the walls, doors, catwalk, stairs, and tension grid. I started on 

the floor level taking measurements of all walls, doors, and heights, and then moved onto the catwalk and 

tension grid. In theatre, the catwalk is generally a front of house hanging position used for front light on 

the stage. Since this is a black box theatre and configurable space, the catwalk runs along three of the four 

sides of the playing space, and a tension grid is used for the rest of the instruments to create the different 

angles used in theatrical lighting. This includes front light (light coming from in front of the performer), 

back light (light coming from behind the performer), and top light (light coming from above the 

performer), among others. 

After measuring the space’s architecture, I began to focus on the lighting aspect of the space. 

There were many things to measure, and I spent many days just measuring the hanging positions. This 

includes positions and locations of all lighting pipes as well as the catwalk itself. I drafted all the 

architecture in VectorWorks before moving on to the hanging positions and other miscellaneous items. 



 
 

   
 

VectorWorks is an advanced and complex software program that may be overwhelming to an 

inexperienced user. I tried to make the file for the Studio Theatre as straightforward and easily 

comprehensible as possible. In comparison to the old file for the Studio Theatre, it will be much more 

user-friendly and geared toward student designers. 

Layers and Classes 

VectorWorks has features called Layers and Classes. These are extremely useful when 

differentiating between elements in the file. The user can easily turn the visibility of each Layer or Class 

on or off depending on whether they want to see it or not. There are many visibility options, from graying 

out all inactive layers to not showing them at all. This is extremely beneficial, especially in instances 

where it does not make sense to have all the information showing at one time. For example, in the 

VectorWorks file I created, the tension grid is in its own layer so its visibility can easily be toggled on or 

off. This is mainly because with the Tension Grid layer showing, it may cause confusion with the 

Hanging Positions layer because many lines are in such a small space. It can easily become confusing and 

overwhelming without having the tension grid on its own separate layer. 

 

  



 
 

   
 

Layers 

Instrumentation 

The Instrumentation layer (Fig. 7) is for the lighting plot the lighting designer will create on the draft 

of the space. The lighting instruments can easily be attached to the different hanging positions in the file. I 

added a few instruments to show what they would look like in this layer, but they are not permanent 

additions to the file. 

 

Figure 11. Instrumentation Layer  



 
 

   
 

Hanging Positions 

 The Hanging Position layer (Fig. 8) shows the different pipes that serve as hanging positions for 

the instruments. All the hanging positions are individually labeled and are easily accessible within the 

drawing. They are much clearer than in the previous file, and I included colors to better differentiate 

between them. 

 

Figure 12. Hanging Positions Layer  



 
 

   
 

Tension Grid 

 The Tension Grid layer (Fig. 9) contains the dimensions of the tension grid supports. In the 

previous file, the tension grid was not accounted for at all, which created some serious problems for 

lighting designers. When the user views the space in 3D, they will easily be able to tell whether one of the 

architectural supports from the tension grid will be in the way of their instruments, as seen in Figures 10 

and 11. It is clear to see that one of the tension grid beams runs right through where the fixture would 

need to be focused to. In a case like this, the designer would easily be able to make that change while in 

their drafting as opposed to having to troubleshoot during the hang and focus process. 

 

Figure 13. Tension Grid Layer  



 
 

   
 

 

Figure 14. Instrument Affected by Tension Grid, Side View 

It is imperative that permanent architecture such as the Tension Grid is accounted for to ensure 
that a designer can place an instrument where it needs to go. The black grid in the figure 
represents the supports for the Tension Grid that block beams of light. The fixture is intended to 
be a down light, but in this case, it would have to move to another position since its beam is being 
compromised by the Tension Grid. 

 

Figure 15. Instrument Affected by Tension Grid, Top View 

Like to the previous figure, the Tension Grid blocks the beam of light from this instrument, and it 
would have to be moved to achieve the desired result.  

Lighting Fixture 

Tension Grid (blocking the 
beam of light) 

Beam 

Focus Point 

Lighting Fixture 

Tension Grid (blocking the 
beam of light) 

Beam 

Focus Point 



 
 

   
 

Circuit Plot 

The Circuit Plot layer (Fig. 12) is used to show any available dimmers in the space. The lighting 

designer needs the Circuit Plot to make sure there are enough dimmers, and the head electrician needs it 

to plan exactly which instruments are being circuited where. Typically, if the space does not have enough 

dimmers, the head electrician makes circuiting decisions in consultation with the lighting designer. 

 

Figure 16. Circuit Plot Layer  



 
 

   
 

2D Vertical Hanging Positions 

The 2D Vertical Hanging Positions layer (Fig. 13) shows a 2D version of the 80 vertical pipes in the 

theatre, the outer edges of the catwalk, and the tension grid. If a designer tried to add an instrument on a 

3D pipe, it would not be clear from the 2D view where on the pipe that instrument lies. Therefore, the 2D 

perspective of the vertical pipes is important so the electricians can decipher where to hang instruments 

along the vertical pipe. (Fig. 14). 

 

Figure 17. 2D Vertical Hanging Positions Layer 



 
 

   
 

 

Figure 18. Instrumentation on Left on 2D Vertical Hanging Positions Layer 

  



 
 

   
 

3D Vertical Hanging Positions 

While it is useful to have the 2D hanging positions, it is also necessary to show them in 3D. The 3D 

Vertical Hanging Positions layer shows the vertical pipes as they are seen in the space. The designer can 

easily add an instrument to these pipes in 3D to test different angles on a subject to see what works best, 

such as the instrument in Figure 15. After they determine where on the pipe the instrument should be 

hung, that information should be transferred over to the 2D Vertical Hanging Positions layer for clarity 

when looking at the lighting plot in a 2D format, as previously seen in Figure 14. 

Figures 14, 15, and 16 all show the same instrument in different views. 

 

Figure 19. 3D Vertical Hanging Positions in 3D  



 
 

   
 

Figure 16 shows the 3D vertical hanging positions from a 2D perspective, so it is only possible to 

view the top of the pipes; I included this 2D perspective to emphasize that this layer is mainly useful for 

viewing in 3D as seen in Figure 15. Some may want to see an instrument in the 2D perspective in this 

layer, but it is not clear where along the pipe the instrument lies. This is my perspective on how to use the 

layers in 2D and 3D; it is up to each designer and electrician how they want to install instruments on 

vertical hanging positions.

 

Figure 20. Instrumentation on 3D Vertical Hanging Positions Layer  



 
 

   
 

Notations 

The Notations layer (Fig. 17) comprises all the necessary notations. This includes  

• the section lines, which show where the plane is split in the two section views in the file; 

• the 1’ dimension lines, which serve as a form of measurement from the center line throughout the 

space; 

• the 18” tick marks on each lighting pipe, which are used to determine where the instruments are 

hung; and 

• the center line, which is essential in drafting and shows the center of the space. 

 

Figure 21. Notations Layer  

Section Lines 

1’ Dimension 
Lines 

18” Tick Marks 

Center Line 



 
 

   
 

Architecture 

The Architecture layer (Fig. 18) has all the permanent architecture of the space, including all walls, 

doors, stairs, and the catwalk. It is extremely useful to have, but some designers may elect to turn its 

visibility off for clarity. 

 

Figure 22. Architecture Layer  



 
 

   
 

Classes 

 Classes and Layers can be used at the discretion of the drafter, and I elected to make the classes 

essentially a more specific version of the layers. I will not go into depth on the contents of each class, as 

they are much more self-explanatory and abundant than the layers. The visibility of Classes can be turned 

off or modified the same way Layers can. As the drafter, I do not select classes or individually toggle 

their visibility often, but they are still valuable to have. The Classes in the Studio Theatre file are listed 

below (Fig. 19). 

 

    

Figure 23. List of Classes 

 



 
 

   
 

Sheets and Viewports 

 In a VectorWorks file, it is necessary to have Sheets and Viewports where you can view the 

drawing and easily print or otherwise transfer it. Sheet layers are used “to create a presentation version of 

the finalized drawing… this can include viewports, title blocks, notes, and other annotations” (“Layers 

Overview”). A viewport “displays a full or cropped view of one or more design layers, which you can 

change without affecting the original drawing” (“Creating Design Layer Viewports”). For example, for 

the Circuit Plot sheet (Fig. 22), I created a viewport and toggled the visibility of the Circuit Plot layer, 

Tension Grid layer, and Notations layer to on. I then inserted this viewport onto the sheet so that it would 

be easily accessible and comprehensible. 

Sheets are the finalized version of the file. In my Studio Theatre draft, I created the following 

sheets: Lighting Plot, Circuit Plot, Section View, and Front Elevation (Fig. 21-24). I decided not to create 

a magic sheet in VectorWorks, even though the previous file had one, because the layout of each magic 

sheet heavily depends on the scenic aspects on a show-by-show basis. It would be superfluous to create a 

magic sheet, because it would change greatly between productions. All of the sheets are in ¼” = 1’-0” 

scale on ASME D sized paper because that is what we usually use to print out our lighting plots. 

 

Figure 24. List of Viewports  



 
 

   
 

Lighting Plot 

 The Lighting Plot Sheet (Fig. 21) is what a lighting designer uses to convey exactly what fixtures 

will be needed and where they will be placed. If the lighting plot is accurate, the head electrician should 

be able to use the Lighting Plot Sheet to complete the hang for a production without having the lighting 

designer present. This sheet in the file is ready for any designer to place lighting fixtures on it.

 

Figure 25. Lighting Plot Sheet  



 
 

   
 

Circuit Plot 

 The Circuit Plot (Fig. 22) is used to show available dimmers for fixtures in the space. This is 

needed to plan dimmers and ensure there are enough in the space to install the instruments called for in 

the lighting plot.

 

Figure 26. Circuit Plot Sheet  



 
 

   
 

Section View 

 The Section View (Fig. 23) is a cross-section of a space. It is especially useful so lighting 

designers can determine exactly where fixtures need to be placed to achieve the desired angle on the 

subject. I included both sides of the Studio Theatre so a designer can look at angles on either side. I also 

placed a focus point in the drawing below in order to demonstrate how a section view is useful. The 

designer can use this to determine the angle of each fixture and where it needs to be placed to achieve its 

desired effect. Six instruments are shown, and it is clear that they all hit the focus points at a different 

angle.

 

Figure 27. Section View Sheet  



 
 

   
 

Front Elevation 

Front Elevation views are not used often in lighting, but I still wanted to include it in the file for 

scenic purposes, as I am confident it will be used for scenic ground plans as well. The Front Elevation 

sheet (Fig. 24) had to be rendered at a higher DPI (dots per inch) because it is in OpenGL. OpenGL is a 

higher quality rendering than hidden line, which is the rendering used for the rest of the sheets. Front 

Elevations are useful for scenic purposes so the designer can view the design from a front perspective. 

 

Figure 28. Front Elevation Sheet  



 
 

   
 

Label Legend 

In a lighting plot, certain notations need to be made for each instrument. This includes the 

purpose, color, beam designation, template, unit number, dimmer, and channel. 

• The purpose is where the instrument is focused to, or what its purpose is. The designer 

may use the purpose function for different things at their discretion. 

• The color is the gel that should be placed with the instrument; if the designer chooses no 

color, it should say N/C in this space. 

• The beam designation shows what degree lens or beam the instrument has. This is 

especially important for ERS and PAR instruments, which have multiple lenses. 

• The template shows the gobo or template that the instrument has, if any. 

• The unit number is number the instrument it is on the hanging position, usually listed 

from stage left to stage right. 

• The dimmer is what dimmer the instrument is circuited or plugged into. 

• The channel is what channel the designer is assigning the instrument to. Channels are the 

numbers on the lighting console that correspond to a certain dimmer. Designers use 

channels so they can easily recall the positions and purposes of most instruments with 

minimal confusion. 

The label legend in VectorWorks is used to arrange this information in an easily transferrable 

format. I created a Label Legend for the different instruments that may be used in the Studio Theatre, seen 

below (Fig. 25-29). When a designer adds a new fixture, they can assign it a certain label legend so all its 

information is true to its standard. 



 
 

   
 

 

Figure 29. ETC Source 4 Label Legend 

 

Figure 30. Fresnel Label Legend 



 
 

   
 

 

Figure 31. Inky Label Legend 

 

 

Figure 32. PAR 64 Label Legend 



 
 

   
 

 

Figure 33. Source 4 PAR Label Legend 

Drafting Standards  

I decided to use the drafting standards of the United States Institute for Theatre Technology 

(USITT), because they are the most relevant to this project. Their recommendations are heavily followed 

in the theatre drafting world. Because of the increased use of CAD programs rather than hand drafting, 

USITT suggests that the users employ recommended best practices and treats the USITT drafting 

standards as more of a guideline. As long as the drafting is clear and comprehensible, the drawing may 

differ from their exact guidelines.  

According to typical industry standards, a drafter should only use one or two fonts exclusively to 

keep the drawing from looking cluttered (Dorn and Shanda 175). I have followed this advice, only using 

the “Arial” and “Arial Narrow” fonts throughout the entire drawing.  

I also had to take line weights into consideration. While USITT clearly defines thin and thick 

lines for hand drafting in pen and pencil, they do not have a direct line weight for CAD programs, so I 

had to use my own discretion regarding the line weights. The architecture and tension grid have the 



 
 

   
 

thickest lines, and other lines such as the center line are thinner. As long as the drafter uses best 

recommended practices and the line weights effectively communicate the importance and relevance of 

different parts of the drawing, they are considered standard, which is what I have done with the draft of 

the Studio Theatre. 

Title Block  

Title blocks are imperative in any kind of drafting. They are used to easily differentiate between 

sheets, and they give the reader needed information, such as the scale and date. I knew that the draft of the 

Studio Theatre should have a vertical title block along the right side because of the page’s dimensions and 

the drawing’s placement on the page. USITT has a vertical title strip that includes designers, the drafter, 

the sheet, the draft date, the date, and scale of the drawing, among other categories. VectorWorks has a 

premeasured version of the USITT vertical title block (Fig. 30) with those categories included. I used this 

as a starting point for the Studio Theatre’s custom title block that I created (Fig. 31). I added the legend 

(Fig. 32) as well as a notes block (Fig. 33). 



 
 

   
 

     

Figure 34. VectorWorks USITT Title Block  Figure 35. Custom Title Block 



 
 

   
 

 

Figure 36. Legend, Expanded 

 

Figure 37. Notes, Expanded 

  



 
 

   
 

CONCLUSION  

Throughout this process, I learned a great deal about the Studio Theatre as well as drafting in 

VectorWorks. Although I am familiar with the software, I had never created something of this caliber 

before. I spent the most time on the hanging positions, making sure that they were all accurate and labeled 

correctly, and the title block, troubleshooting its scale and making sure the information was correct. 

Regarding the Studio Theatre itself, I did not realize how many vertical pipes there are and how difficult 

it would be to transfer that information over to VectorWorks. I am now much more knowledgeable about 

the space and feel confident designing and being an electrician in the space, more so than ever before.  

The creation of this new file for Columbus State University’s Studio Theatre will benefit the 

theatre department for years to come. By using VectorWorks to accurately draft the space in 3D, lighting 

designers, scenic designers, electricians, and technical directors will be able to make accurate decisions. 

They will have access to an accurate draft of the Studio Theatre in a 2D and 3D format, including 

multiple advantageous sheets such as the Lighting Plot, Circuit Plot, Section View, and Front Elevation. 

The document uses accurate drafting, including label legends, title blocks, and drafting standards as well 

as easily navigable layers and classes.  

Additionally, working completing this thesis will benefit my professional career goals as well. In 

the theatre production industry, there is an assistant lighting designer (also known as an ALD) who assists 

with drafting and paperwork, among other things. Completing this project makes me marketable as an 

ALD given that I have successfully completed this rigorous and highly detail-oriented project. Rendering 

a 3D model of a theatre space from the ground up is something that not many in the theatre field are able 

to say they have done; I am proud to be one of those few. My knowledge in many areas of theatre and 

drafting has vastly improved, and I look forward to continuing to hone these marketable skills in the 

future. The scope of this project and the fine attention to detail will set me apart from other young 

professionals entering the industry right out of undergrad. 



 
 

   
 

In order to easily understand the information presented, I compiled a video comparing walking on 

the Studio Theatre catwalk to the 3D model of the space. It is listed on YouTube at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JhxQbbZ_EvI. There is also a rotating projection of the 3D space at 

the end of the video that shows the theatre in a more straightforward way than can be explained on paper. 

I am hopeful that this video and document will aid other students in their drafting and design work, 

allowing them to make accurate decisions and helping them become confident working in the space. The 

updated draft of the Studio Theatre will be able to greatly assist the theatre department, starting as soon as 

now.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JhxQbbZ_EvI
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