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The Scarlet Ibis

By James Hurst
Introduction

Welcome to the colorful and poignant world of The Scarlet
Ibis by James Hurst LU! First published in 1960 in the Atlantic
Monthly, this short story has since woven its way into the
hearts of readers and into numerous educational curricula
across the globe. James Hurst, an American author, crafts a
narrative so vibrant and deep that it transcends the bounds
of its few pages, inviting us into a reflective exploration of
themes like pride, brotherhood, and the acceptance of
difference.
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Set against the backdrop of the American South in the early
20th century, The Scarlet Ibis falls into the genre of Southern
Gothic literature, characterized by its use of macabre, ironic
events to examine the values of the American South. This
story, in particular, touches deeply on the complex dynamics
of family and the painful yet beautiful fragility of life. Hurst's
work is a testament to the power of storytelling, where a
simple tale of two brothers becomes a mirror to our deepest
human conditions. Let’s dive into this emotional rollercoaster
and uncover the layers that make The Scarlet Ibis a timeless
masterpiece. ¥ 7a

Plot Summary

The Scarlet Ibis by James Hurst is a poignant narrative that
explores themes of pride, love, and the complexities of
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brotherhood through the lens of the narrator, Brother, and his

younger sibling, Doodle. Here's a detailed breakdown of the
story’s main events:

Exposition — The story is set in rural North Carolina in the
early 1900s. Doodle, born William Armstrong, is a child with
physical disabilities that prevent him from walking until the
age of five. His brother, known only as Brother, is initially
disappointed by Doodle’s limitations but soon becomes
determined to teach him how to walk.

5/8/24, 5:44 PM

Rising Action — Brother pushes Doodle to his limits, teaching

him not only to walk but also to run, swim, and climb,
motivated by a mixture of pride and love. Their adventures
together culminate in the discovery of a scarlet ibis that has
been blown off course to their yard, where it dies. Doodle
feels a strong connection to the bird, insisting on burying it
himself.

Climax — The climax occurs when Brother, frustrated and
ashamed by Doodle’s limitations during a storm, pushes him
too hard, running ahead of him as they try to reach home.

Falling Action — Brother eventually returns to find Doodle
slumped beneath a red nightshade bush, looking very much
like the scarlet ibis, having bled from the mouth and died.

Resolution — The story concludes with Brother’s realization
of the destructive power of his pride. He acknowledges the
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deep love and bond he shared with Doodle, symbolized by his
final act of covering Doodle’s body with his own to shelter him
from the storm.

Through this narrative, Hurst paints a vivid picture of the
consequences of pride and the depths of familial love, leaving
readers with a lasting impression of the beauty and tragedy
of the human condition.

Character Analysis

In The Scarlet Ibis, James Hurst presents a cast of memorable
characters, each contributing to the story’s rich tapestry of
themes and emotions. Here's a closer look at the main
characters:

Brother — The narrator of the story, Brother is a complex
character driven by a mixture of pride, love, and guilt. Initially
ashamed of Doodle’s physical limitations, Brother pushes him
to overcome his disabilities, not just for Doodle’s sake but also
to quell his own feelings of disappointment and
embarrassment. Despite his harsh methods, Brother’s actions
are rooted in a deep love for Doodle, albeit overshadowed by
his pride. Throughout the story, Brother evolves from a selfish
youth to a remorseful figure, ultimately recognizing the tragic
consequences of his actions.
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Doodle — Born with significant physical disabilities, Doodle is
a symbol of vulnerability and resilience. His initial survival,
despite medical predictions, sets the stage for his character’s
determination and spirit. Doodle’s attachment to the scarlet
ibis reflects his understanding of his own fragility and the
beauty of life. Despite his limitations, Doodle’s achievements,
driven by Brother's relentless training, showcase his strength
and determination. His tragic death serves as a poighant
reminder of the story’s central themes.

The Scarlet Ibis — While not a human character, the scarlet
ibis plays a crucial symbolic role in the story. The bird, found
far from its natural habitat and ultimately dying in the family’s
yard, mirrors Doodle’s own journey. Both the ibis and Doodle
are characterized by their distinctiveness and fragility, making
the bird’'s death a foreboding reflection of Doodle’s fate.

Parents — Doodle’s parents are supportive and loving, yet
they play a more peripheral role in the story. Their initial
skepticism about Doodle’s potential for a normal life contrasts
with Brother’s determination to push Doodle beyond his
limitations. Their presence underscores the familial love and
concern for Doodle’s well-being, framing the brothers’
relationship within a broader family dynamic.

Here's a summary table of the character analysis:

Character | Personality Motivations Development
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Complex, To overcome his | Evolves from selfishness to
Brother prideful, shame and make | remorse, understanding the
loving Doodle “normal” | cost of his pride
Grows in physical
Vulnerable, | To please . .p Y ,
. capabilities, yet remains
Doodle resilient, Brother and be , ,
) fragile and ultimately
empathetic | accepted
succumbs
The Represents the Mirrors Doodle’s fate,
Scarlet Symbolic, beauty and emphasizing the story’s
Ibis fragile vulnerability of themes of fragility and
life difference
Serve as a backdrop to the
Parents Supportive, | To care for and brothers’ dynamic,
concerned | protect Doodle highlighting family love and
concern

This analysis reveals the depth of Hurst's characters, each
contributing to the narrative’s exploration of human emotions
and the complexities of the human condition.

Themes and Symbols

The Scarlet Ibis by James Hurst is rich in themes and symbols

that contribute to its depth and emotional resonance. Here's
an exploration of the major themes and symbols in the story:

Pride — Pride is a double-edged sword in the narrative,
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driving Brother to teach Doodle to walk, run, swim, and climb.
Brother's pride stems from a desire to mold Doodle into his
ideal of “normalcy,” leading to both positive achievements
and tragic consequences. The story illustrates how pride,
while a source of motivation, can also blind individuals to the
value of accepting loved ones as they are.

Love and Brotherhood — The complex bond between
Brother and Doodle is at the heart of the story. This theme
explores the unconditional love that exists alongside the
siblings’ challenges and frustrations. Their relationship reflects
the nuances of brotherhood, where love motivates actions
that are both nurturing and, at times, harmful.

Acceptance and Difference — Doodle’s physical limitations
prompt reflections on themes of acceptance and the beauty
of difference. The story challenges societal and personal
perceptions of “normal” and “able-bodied,” suggesting that
true beauty and strength lie in embracing and celebrating
differences.

The Fragility of Life — Symbolized by the delicate scarlet
ibis, the story underscores life's fragility. Doodle’s life, much
like the ibis's, is marked by beauty and vulnerability. This
theme is a poignant reminder of the impermanence of life and
the importance of compassion and empathy.

Symbols:
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o The Scarlet Ibis — The bird symbolizes Doodle himself; both
are unique, fragile, and out of place, ultimately succumbing to
their environments. The ibis’s death foreshadows Doodle’s
tragic end and underscores the theme of the fragility of life.

o The Color Red — Red represents both life and death in the
story. The ibis’s red color foreshadows Doodle’s death, and the
red nightshade bush under which Doodle dies further
highlights this symbol. Red is also the color of blood,
symbolizing the life force and the bond between the brothers.

« Old Woman Swamp — This setting symbolizes the brothers’
innocence and the beauty of their dreams. It is a place of
freedom and imagination for Doodle and Brother, contrasting
with the harsh realities they face elsewhere.

These themes and symbols intertwine to create a story that is
as beautiful as it is tragic, inviting readers to reflect on their
own lives and relationships. Hurst's use of symbolism enriches
the narrative, providing layers of meaning that linger long after
the story concludes.

Style and Tone

James Hurst's The Scarlet Ibis is notable for its evocative
writing style and the poignant tone that carries through its
narrative. Here's a breakdown of how these elements
contribute to the story’s impact:
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Writing Style:

« Imagery: Hurst’s use of vivid imagery brings the settings and
characters to life. Descriptions of the natural world, like Old
Woman Swamp, are lush and detailed, immersing readers in
the story’s environment. This vivid imagery also serves to
symbolize the internal states and transformations of the
characters, particularly Doodle.

« Symbolism: The story is rich in symbols, such as the scarlet
ibis, the color red, and Old Woman Swamp, which add depth to
its themes of pride, brotherhood, and the fragility of life. These

symbols are woven seamlessly into the narrative, enhancing

the emotional resonance of the story.

o Foreshadowing: Hurst skillfully uses foreshadowing to build
tension and hint at the story’s tragic outcome. The arrival of the
scarlet ibis, a creature “far from home,” mirrors Doodle’s own
vulnerability and foreshadows his fate, creating a sense of

inevitability that haunts the narrative.

Tone;

« Poignant and Reflective: The tone of The Scarlet Ibis is

deeply poignant, reflecting the complex emotions of love, pride,
regret, and grief. Hurst’s narrative voice, through Brother, is

filled with a sense of nostalgia and loss that invites readers to

reflect on their own relationships and actions.
« Foreboding: Throughout the story, there’s a sense of

foreboding that culminates in the tragic climax. This tension is
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palpable, as the reader senses the potential for loss and tragedy
in Brother’s relentless push for Doodle’s normalcy.

« Evocative: Hurst’s ability to evoke strong emotions sets the
tone for a deeply moving reading experience. The beauty of the
natural settings contrasts with the story’s tragic elements,
highlighting the themes of beauty, love, and loss.

Hurst's writing style and tone are integral to the impact of The
Scarlet Ibis. The vivid imagery and symbolism, combined with
the story’s evocative tone, create a richly layered narrative
that explores the complexities of the human heart. Through
this masterful storytelling, Hurst invites readers to ponder the
dualities of pride and love, strength and fragility, and the
profound bonds that define our lives.

Literary Devices used in The Scarlet
Ibis

James Hurst's The Scarlet Ibis employs a variety of literary
devices that enrich the narrative and deepen its themes. Here
are the top 10 devices used:

1. Symbolism — Symbolism is pivotal in The Scarlet Ibis, with
objects, events, and characters symbolizing broader themes.

The scarlet ibis itself is a profound symbol of Doodle,
representing his beauty, fragility, and otherness. Similarly, the
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color red symbolizes life, death, and the deep bonds of
brotherhood.

2. Foreshadowing — Hurst uses foreshadowing to hint at future
events, creating a sense of impending doom that permeates the
story. The death of the scarlet ibis serves as a clear
foreshadowing of Doodle’s fate, preparing the reader for the
tragic ending.

3. Imagery — Vivid imagery is used to paint detailed pictures in
the reader’s mind, particularly in descriptions of the natural
world that Doodle and Brother inhabit. This device is crucial in

creating the story’s evocative atmosphere and highlighting the

beauty and tragedy of the narrative.

4. Personification — Hurst personifies nature and elements
within it, imbuing them with human-like qualities. This serves
to deepen the connection between the characters and their
environment, reflecting their inner states and the story’s
themes.

5. Simile — The use of similes enriches the narrative, drawing

comparisons that enhance the reader’s understanding and
emotional engagement. For example, Doodle is compared to the
scarlet ibis, emphasizing their shared vulnerability.

6. Metaphor — Metaphors are employed to convey complex
themes and relationships. The storm, for example, can be seen
as a metaphor for the challenges and pressures that the
characters face, as well as the internal storm within Brother as
he grapples with his feelings of pride and love.

7. Alliteration — Alliteration is used to create rhythm and
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emphasize certain aspects of the text, enhancing the
storytelling and drawing attention to specific details or themes.

8. Irony — The story is rich in irony, particularly situational
irony, where the outcome of events is contrary to what was
expected. Brother’s efforts to strengthen Doodle ultimately lead
to his weakness and death, highlighting the ironic and tragic
nature of pride and good intentions.

9. Pathetic Fallacy — Hurst uses the weather and the natural

setting to reflect the emotional state and foreshadow events in

the narrative, a device known as pathetic fallacy. The storm

that precedes Doodle’s death mirrors the turmoil and climax of

the story.

10. Flashback — The narrative structure of The Scarlet Ibis relies
on flashback, with Brother recounting past events from a future

standpoint. This device allows readers to understand the depth
of Brother’s reflections and the impact of Doodle’s life and
death on him.

These literary devices intertwine to create a layered and
emotive story, enhancing the themes and emotional impact of
The Scarlet Ibis. James Hurst's skillful use of these techniques
contributes to the story’s lasting resonance and its place as a
poignant exploration of human nature.

Literary Device Examples
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For each of the top 10 literary devices used in The Scarlet Ibis

by James Hurst, here are examples and explanations in table

format.

Symbolism

Example Explanation

The The ibis symbolizes Doodle, with its uniqueness, fragility, and
scarlet tragic end. Just as the ibis is far from home and struggles in an
ibis unfamiliar environment, Doodle struggles in a world that isn’t
itself built for him.

The Red is a recurring symbol representing blood, life, death, and
color the bond between the brothers. It's seen in the ibis, the bush
red where Doodle dies, and the blood that signifies his death.
Old This location symbolizes the innocence and beauty of the
Woman | brothers’ relationship. It's a place of freedom and dreams,
Swamp | contrasting with the harsh reality of their lives.

Foreshadowing

Example

Explanation

the scarlet
ibis

The death of | The ibis’s death foreshadows Doodle’s own death, hinting

at the tragedy that will befall him. The circumstances of
the bird’'s death are eerily similar to Doodle’s.
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Brother's

relentless
training of
Doodle

This foreshadows the tragic outcome of pushing Doodle
beyond his limits, highlighting the consequences of
Brother's pride and determination.

Descriptions
of the storm

The storm foreshadows the climax of the story, serving as
a metaphor for the emotional and physical turmoil about to

unfold.

Imagery

Example

Explanation

Descriptions
of Old

The lush, vivid descriptions of the swamp create a sensory
experience for the reader, highlighting the beauty of the

Woman natural world and the innocence of the brothers’

Swamp relationship.

The scarlet | The detailed imagery used to describe the ibis emphasizes
ibis’s its beauty and otherness, mirroring Doodle’s own
appearance | uniqueness and vulnerability.

The scene The vivid imagery of Doodle’s final moments creates a

of Doodle’s | powerful emotional impact, emphasizing the tragedy of his
death untimely death.

Personification
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Example Explanation
Nature
di Nature is often personified to reflect the characters’ inner
respondin
o tie 9 states, such as the storm mirroring Brother’s turmoil and
) the peacefulness of Old Woman Swamp reflecting their
characters ,
_ moments of joy.
emotions

The storm as | The storm is described as if it has its own emotions and

an angry intentions, enhancing the tension and foreshadowing the
entity climax of the story.

The cotton The cotton fields are described as if they’'re sentient,
fields observing the brothers’ actions, adding depth to the
watching setting and the narrative.

Simile

Example Explanation

Doodle as | Comparing Doodle to the scarlet ibis, both in life and in his
a fallen death, highlights their shared fraqility and the inevitability of
bird Doodle’s fate.

Brother’s This comparison underscores the destructive nature of
pride to a | Brother’s pride, paralleling the physical storm with the

storm emotional one within him.

The This simile emphasizes the sacredness of the swamp in the
swamp to brothers’ lives, a place of beauty and refuge from the world'’s
a

judgments.
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Metaphor

Example

Explanation

The scarlet
ibis as Doodle

The ibis serves as a direct metaphor for Doodle, with its
appearance and fate reflecting Doodle’s own life and

death.
Old Woman The swamp represents the realm of possibility and
Swamp as a imagination, contrasting with the harsh reality of
dreamland society’s expectations for Doodle.

The storm as The storm metaphorically represents the turmoil and
Brother’s inner | conflict within Brother, culminating in the tragic climax
conflict of the story.

Alliteration

Example

Explanation

“Summer was dead, but
autumn had not yet been
born”

This use of alliteration emphasizes the
transitional state of nature, mirroring the
transitional phase in Doodle and Brother’s
relationship.

“He had been bleeding from

https://litdevices.com/literature/scarlet-ibis/
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the mouth, and his neck and | accentuates the vividness of Doodle’s
the front of his shirt were death, making the scene more impactful.
stained”

“The last graveyard flowers
were blooming, and their
smell drifted across the

The ‘g’ and ‘f’ sounds create a somber
tone, reflecting the story’s themes of

. death and transition.
cotton field

H

Irony

Example Explanation
Brother’s efforts The irony lies in the fact that Brother’'s attempts to
to make Doodle “normalize” Doodle ultimately lead to his death, the
like other boys opposite of Brother’s intentions.

The ibis, a symbol of beauty and uniqueness, dies in

The presence of a place it doesn’t belong, ironically paralleling
the ibis Doodle’s fate in a world that cannot accommodate

his differences.

Doodle’s death
under the beauty
of the red
nightshade bush

The irony of Doodle dying beneath a beautiful but
toxic bush reflects the complex nature of Brother's
love and pride.
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Pathetic Fallacy
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Example Explanation
The storm , , ,
. The storm reflects the emotional climax of the story, with
mirrorin — ,
g, its violence and intensity mirroring the conflict between
the story’s —_—
, Brother and Doodle.
climax
The
The peacefulness of the swamp reflects the moments of
calmness of , _
Old Wormnan harmony and understanding between the brothers, serving
as a counterpoint to the story’s more turbulent events.
Swamp

Flashback

Example Explanation

The The story is a reflection from Brother’s perspective, looking
entire back on the events leading up to Doodle’s death. This allows
narrative | for a deeper exploration of themes and character motivations,
structure | as Brother reflects on his actions and their consequences.

These examples illustrate the depth and complexity of Hurst's
use of literary devices in The Scarlet Ibis, each contributing to
the story’s emotional power and thematic richness.
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The Scarlet Ibis — FAQs

What is the significance of the scarlet ibis in the story?
The scarlet ibis represents Doodle himself. Like the bird,
Doodle is unique, fragile, and out of place in his environment.
The bird’s death foreshadows Doodle’s own tragic end and
underscores themes of difference, fragility, and the beauty of
the natural world.

Why does Brother push Doodle so hard to overcome his
disabilities?

Brother is motivated by a complex mix of pride, shame, and
love. He wants Doodle to be able to do the same things other
boys do to avoid the stigma of having a disabled brother.
However, Brother’s pride and desire for normalcy ultimately
lead to tragic consequences.

How does the setting contribute to the story’s themes?
The setting in the American South, particularly around Old
Woman Swamp, contributes to themes of beauty, innocence,
and the cruel reality of societal expectations. The natural
world is depicted with deep affection, serving as a backdrop
to the brothers’ relationship and the story’s exploration of life,
death, and acceptance.

What are the main themes of The Scarlet Ibis?
The main themes include the dangers of pride, the complexity
of brotherly love, the acceptance of difference, and the
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fragility of life. Each theme is interwoven through the
characters’ experiences, the symbols used in the story, and
the eventual tragic resolution.

How does James Hurst use foreshadowing in the story?
Hurst uses foreshadowing to hint at the story’s tragic end,
particularly through the death of the scarlet ibis, which
mirrors Doodle’s fate. The storm that approaches before
Doodle’s death also serves as a metaphorical and literal
foreshadowing of the climax.

What is the moral of The Scarlet Ibis?

The moral of the story centers on the importance of
accepting and loving people as they are, rather than trying to
change them to fit societal or personal expectations. It also
cautions against the destructive power of pride and the
importance of understanding and empathy in relationships.

How does the narrator’s perspective influence the
story?

The narrator, Brother, reflects on past events with a sense of
guilt and regret. His perspective allows readers to see both
the beauty of his intentions and the tragic mistakes he makes.
This dual perspective adds depth to the story’s themes and
emotional impact.

Can The Scarlet Ibis be considered a tragedy?
Yes, The Scarlet Ibis can be considered a tragedy, as it deals
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with the downfall of both Doodle and Brother, driven by
human flaws such as pride and the inability to accept
difference. The story’s tragic elements are underscored by
the inevitability of Doodle’s death, which reflects classical
elements of tragedy.

Quiz

5/8/24, 5:44 PM

Question A B C D
What does
the scarlet Doodle’s The
ibis The beauty unigqueness ) _
) dangers of | Brother's quilt | E
symbolize | of nature and ,
. . pride
in the fragility
story?
Why does
Brother He is To make
decide to Out of pure | All of the
embarrassed | Doodle L
teach v him stronger love above
Doodle to Y 0
walk?
What is the
i Old
prlm:':\ry A city in the A mountain
setting of Woman A beach E
I North range
The Scarlet Swamp
Ibis?
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He is hit by a
car

From a
heart
condition

He drowns

It is not
explicitly
stated, but

implied to be

from
exhaustion

and possibly

heart failure
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What
literary
device is
used when
describing
the storm
that
approaches
before
Doodle’s
death?

Metaphor

Simile

lrony

Personification

Which of
the
following
themes is
NOT
present in
The Scarlet
Ibis?

The fragility
of life

The
importance
of wealth

Brotherly
love

Acceptance of

difference

What
motivates
Brother's

Jealousy
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Pride and

Indifference

Happiness
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actions
towards
Doodle?
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shame

5/8/24, 5:44 PM

How does
the setting
of Old
Woman
Swamp
contribute
to the
story?

It highlights
the
characters’
wealth

It serves as
a backdrop
for the
brothers’
bonding
and
dreams

It is merely
a location
without
deeper
significance

It is the
primary
source of
conflict in the
story

Which
character
is most
directly
associated
with the
theme of
pride?

Doodle

Brother

The scarlet
ibis

Doodle’s
parents

What does
the color
red
symbolize
in the
story?

Danger

Love

Life and
death

Wealth

Exercise
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Identify the Literary Devices Used in the Following
Paragraph from The Scarlet Ibis:

“The last graveyard flowers were blooming, and their smell
drifted through every room of our house, speaking softly the
names of our dead. It's strange that all this is still so clear to
me, now that that summer has long since fled and time has
had its way. A grindstone stands where the bleeding tree
stood, just outside the kitchen door, and now if an oriole sings
in the elm, its song seems to die up in the branches, unheard.
The flower garden is prim with color, but it smells of the cloth
we put over our faces when we visit the graveyard. | lie in my
bed and think of Doodle, and remember how he was my
seraph, my skylight, untouchable, above the heads of us all.”

Answers:

1. Imagery: Descriptions of the graveyard flowers and the smells
pervading the house evoke vivid sensory experiences, painting a
detailed picture of the setting and mood.

2. Personification: The smells of the flowers “speaking softly the
names of our dead” personifies the scent, giving it a voice and
deepening the connection between memory and sense.

3. Simile: (Although not directly mentioned in the excerpt,
similes are a significant device used throughout the story,
comparing various elements to deepen understanding and
emotional resonance.)
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4. Symbolism: The grindstone, replacing the bleeding tree,
symbolizes the relentless passage of time and the erasure of
past sorrows and joys. Similarly, Doodle is symbolized as a
“seraph” and “skylight,” indicating his purity, innocence, and
the unreachable, idealized place he holds in the narrator’s
memory.

5. Flashback: The entire narrative, including this passage, serves

as a flashback, reflecting on past events with a sense of
nostalgia and loss.

6. Foreshadowing: Mentioning the names of the dead in
conjunction with the vibrant but oppressive presence of the
flowers subtly foreshadows tragedy and the pervasive
influence of death in the characters’ lives.

7. Metaphor: Describing Doodle as “my seraph, my skylight”
uses metaphor to liken him to an angelic figure and a source of
light and guidance, highlighting his spiritual significance to the
narrator.
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