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Comparative Essay 

Writers of fiction do not always relate events in chronological order. In at least two works you 

have studied, explore the effects of telling the story in a non-chronological manner. 

 In literature, more often than not, the chronological pattern with which the events in a 

story are written or told has a significant impact on how one can perceive and understand its 

contents. This is clearly the case in the novel The Woman Who Walked into Doors, written by 

Roddy Doyle, and the novella Chronicle of a Death Foretold, written by Gabriel Garcia Marquez, 

both of which were studied during this course. Along with several incongruences between the 

non-chronological makeups of either work, the natures of such decisions taken by the authors 

prove to have distinct reasons and consequences. By means of analyzing the connections 

between the genres, audiences, and timeline of events for each novel, these reasons and their 

effects in relation to the reader’s perception of the story can be observed. 

 The first work, The Woman Who Walked into Doors, can be classified as a biographical 

novel. This is apparent due to its fictional background coupled with the narration of Paula 

Spencer’s experiences and incidents throughout her lifetime. As is often the case with 

biographical novels, Roddy Doyle decides to tell parts of Paula’s life in separate segments, using 

her as the first-person narrator and protagonist of the novel. However, what sets The Woman 

Who Walked into Doors apart from other works of a similar genre is the non-chronological 

order in which the events are arranged and presented. The very first scene initiates this pattern 

by setting forth that the present Paula is met by a guard at the door, to be told the news of 

Charlo’s death. From that point on, each chapter represents a distinct event in Paula’s past, 

with no observable chronological respect. Her childhood, experiences at school, encounters 

with Charlo, wedding, and most notably her incidents involving domestic violence, are all 

scattered around the novel’s pages, each told one by one, and each with their own atmosphere 

and context. Nevertheless, this does not draw away from the feeling that Roddy Doyle attempts 

to create, nor the tone with which he is determined to get across to the readers. Although one 
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could expect such an organization of the timeline to be confusing, and possibly act as a barrier 

to how immersive the novel is, the way in which the author goes into such detail and provides 

room for a harsh display of reality in each scene truly counters this. Roddy Doyle’s intentions 

are clear; he wants the readers to feel as if they’ve been taken on a ride through a time-tunnel, 

re-visiting various and seemingly unrelated experiences through the eyes of Paula. This is both 

appropriate and effective for a biographical novel because it allows the audience to feel 

empathetic for Paula, but more importantly it serves as a literary structure in which contrasts 

between different stages of her life can be made with ease. A fitting example of this appears in 

chapter ten, wherein Paula describes herself as a young girl in school with “Me then”, and 

follows up to do the same for herself in the present with “Me now”. This juxtaposition of two 

evidently contrasting scenarios is very powerful as it ties a bridge between the otherwise non-

chronological segments of her life, allowing the reader to draw a comparison in their mind. 

Keeping these many aspects in mind, Roddy Doyle’s decision to tell Paula’s story in a non-

chronological manner is compatible and relatively appropriate to the novel’s literary genre. 

 Despite the fact that, as stated previously, a non-consistent timeline could potentially 

render a novel more confusing to its audience; The Woman Who Walked into Doors’ author had 

other ideas in mind. While it is true that each flashback of Paula’s life holds a distinct meaning 

and specific implications, Roddy Doyle uses this to his advantage. By arranging the events in 

such a way, in addition to allowing space for more contrast, he also sets up a path for the 

reader. As one explores each part of Paula’s life, they already know what she has become in the 

present, as it is explained in the first scene as well as in numerous other ones. The fact that she 

had become a mere shadow of the girl she once was, drinking her life away as an escape route 

from her problems, is quite evident throughout the novel. The reader goes through this path 

that has been set up; a path where each step offers further clarification to Paula’s development 

as a character, forming the justifications and reasons behind her present life and her seemingly 

everlasting issues. For example, in the reader’s mind, her current financial status is slowly 

linked to the “poverty trap” concept, rooting from her education and family, wherein the 
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conditions which she was brought up in affect her as a person in the present. An instance which 

demonstrates this comes with the realization that her attitude towards education and work 

stems from her negative experiences during her time at school, which is described as a chaotic 

free-for-all environment, unlikely to motivate the students to be hardworking. In the same way, 

Paula’s alcoholism can be seen to be caused indirectly by physical and emotional abuse, and 

thus a need to suppress her feelings and emotions deep inside. As an indirect psychological 

pressure from Charlo pushes her towards denial of the harsh truth, she feels a need to lie to 

doctors about her wounds, subsequently turning towards drinking as an escape from reality. 

Lastly, each step into a segment of her life also helps the reader to understand why she has 

such a distorted view of her childhood, especially so in comparison to her sister’s claims. The 

domestic tyranny imposed by her father, and later by Charlo, leads to Paula fabricating a past in 

which everything seems happier than it really was. On top of this, through the narration of 

events such as her first encounters with Charlo, the audience is made aware of why, despite 

continually admitting how dangerous and abusing he was, she seeks to defend his actions at 

every chance. The creation of this path as a whole, which acts as a counterweight to possible 

issues with the author’s decision, forms desirable outcomes in terms of the audience’s 

perception of the novel, making The Woman Who Walked into Doors stronger in its 

effectiveness as a literary work through the use of a non-chronological timeline. 

 The second work, Chronicle of a Death Foretold, is a fiction novella which fits under the 

genre of magic realism. This involves a situation in which “magical” elements are a natural part 

of an otherwise realistic environment, a genre which has been prominent among Latin 

American writers, as is the case with Gabriel Garcia Marquez. Keeping this in mind, what the 

author attempts to create in his work is an eerie sense of supernatural presence through subtle 

details and metaphorical symbolism. Through the use of non-chronological storytelling, this 

purpose is explored with a fragmented style of writing, which plays an important role in the 

novella in relation to its genre. One way in which this happens is by means of symbolizing 

Santiago Nasar as a metaphorical “Jesus” figure. References to this can be seen in several 
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places throughout the story, but most notably during the scene which depicts Santiago Nasar’s 

death. The way in which he is pinned to a door, cut up by a knife, and left there to die, 

inadvertently reminds the reader of crucifixion and stigmata, both of which are elements of 

Jesus’s death in the bible. Also, following up to the moment of the murder, he is dressed in 

white, having planned to see the bishop arrive on his boat, which is often represented as the 

color of holiness and purity. The way in which the timeline of events helps to form this 

metaphor of magic realism is through the fact that Santiago’s death is announced and 

described in part before the actual scene comes up in the narrative. This aspect is significantly 

close to Jesus having supposedly risen from the dead, after a long-awaited death by vengeful 

roman soldiers. Constructing such a layout for the audience to draw that conclusion from a 

relatively short novella gives Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s work a powerful effect in terms of magic 

realism. A second example of the way in which non-chronological storytelling benefits Chronicle 

of a Death Foretold lies with the concept of predetermined fate. Several times throughout the 

piece, hints are dropped in relation to suspicious coincidences getting in the way of Santiago’s 

life. From letters not being read, to friends not being able to contact him, the author makes it 

seem like everyone but Santiago knows about the death, yet no one is able to give him a 

warning him for some supernatural reason. In addition to this, the foretelling of dreams by his 

mother is also obstructed by this sense of impending fate, which strengthens the magical 

realism side of the novella. Having made use of a non-chronological pattern of events, Gabriel 

Garcia Marquez is able to have these components of the genre reflected in his work, an 

outcome which greatly increases its prospect in keeping the reader entertained. 

 In Chronicle of a Death Foretold, a warped timeline not only backs up the genre of magic 

realism, but also serves as a way of presenting the events to the audience in a distinct manner. 

Gabriel Garcia Marquez chooses to make use a style in which the reader almost feels as if going 

through the report of a crime scene. Jumping back and forth in time and space, yet always 

staying strictly focused on the village itself, the author repeats certain scenarios from different 

perspectives and time frames. He does so through the memories of villagers who are reporting 



Bartu Kaleagasi 

February 27th 2013 

IB English Lang. & Lit. / Shobbrook 

 

what they remember from the day to the narrator, which results in small added details every 

step of the way. As the reader follows each account of the murder and puts together the 

information, the context and reasons leading to the incident become clearer. The fact that it 

was an honor crime, the unfortunate happenings leading to an inability for the villagers to warn 

Santiago, the events on the wedding’s night, all are indirectly explored throughout the 

segments of narration. In addition to creating a sense of investigation through the putting 

together of broken pieces of memory, this style of arrangement of events also shows how 

unreliable those memories can be. Many of the accounts differ from each other in certain 

details and aspects of the events. However, above all, Gabriel Garcia Marquez establishes a 

strong sense of confusion and frustration by using a non-chronological manner of storytelling. 

By extending the scope of the murder to several different stories and jumping from present to 

past, the author drags the mystery on and on. This, despite keeping the reader hooked onto the 

novella, waiting for an answer, also allows for confusion to settle in. Nevertheless, this 

confusion is not completely unwanted in the case of Chronicle of a Death Foretold. The author 

utilizes this to his advantage as he ends with a harshly explicit description of Santiago Nasar’s 

death. Despite his death having been announced from the very beginning with the opening 

sentence “On the day they were going to kill him”, and hence logically not being much of a 

surprise to the audience, the way in which the actual scene of the murder is described comes as 

a shock to the reader. Through the decision to make use of a fragmented style coupled with a 

poignant ending, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, although having left the audience at a blank in terms 

of whether or not Santiago actually committed the crime, makes his work somewhat more 

accessible to the audience and sustainably interesting. 

 In both works studied, the chronology of events seems to have been chosen by each 

respective author with careful consideration of the literary piece’s genre and audience. 

Whether through metaphors, justifications, confusion, or contrast, both Roddy Doyle and 

Gabriel Garcia Marquez make an efficient use of a non-chronological manner of storytelling. 

Thus, the extent to which the effects of such a style can be beneficial seems to rely on the 
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overall quality of the writing, a smart use of subtle yet crucial details, and its ability to uphold 

the implications of a distorted timeline as a whole. 


