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Comparative literary essay 

In the telling of a story, flashbacks, reversals and digressions can add richer dimensions to 

events. Explore in depth no more than three instances of any of these techniques; showing 

how they have enhanced at least two works you have studied. 

In works of literature, the inclusion of narrative elements such as flashbacks, 

reversals, and digressions can often complement and enhance the telling of a story. These 

techniques are a type of non-chronological narration, which is when the order with which 

events appear is distorted and moved about to create certain desirable effects to the reader. 

The Woman Who Walked into doors, a novel by Roddy Doyle, and Chronicle of a Death 

Foretold, a novella by Gabriel Garcia Marquez, both incorporate these elements into their 

timeline. An important factor behind the implementation of non-chronological narration is 

the genre of either work, as well as the authors’ intentions in terms of what the audience 

experiences. Along with instances in which such techniques are utilised, the genre and 

audience of either work can also clarify why the writers may have wanted to skew the 

reader’s perception in the way that they did. 

 Roddy Doyle’s novel, The Woman Who Walked into Doors, is a fictional novel which 

is narrated in an almost biographical manner. This is due to the fact that Paula Spencer, the 

main character and protagonist of the novel, is used as a first-person narrator by the author. 

Whilst the use of flashbacks and a distorted timeline is clear as the storyline jumps between 

different segments of her life, the continuity of the plot is not completely disregarded. This 

can clearly be seen in the first chapter, in which Paul is “told by a Guard who came to the 

door” of Charlo’s death. Set in the present, this scene lays the path for subsequent chapters, 

all of which are interlinked with each other. For example, the second chapter is initiated 

with the phrase: “I swooned the first time I saw Charlo”. Even though Roddy Doyle has 

chosen here to have Paula’s narration jump back several decades, the link between Charlo’s 

death and the first time she saw him is quite apparent. It portrays the fact that Paula, having 

heard the news about her husband, is reflecting upon how she ended up with a man like 

him in the first place. As she goes through an array of different periods in her life, these 
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inconspicuous links between scenes are often present. Although one could argue that the 

use of flashbacks, reversals, and a non-chronological timeline as such can be confusing for 

the reader, the way in which Roddy Doyle makes use of these elements actually strengthens 

the text and renders its storyline more effective. As Paula goes through different periods of 

her childhood, her experiences with the Irish education system at the time, her encounters 

and wedding with Charlo, and, most notably, scenarios involving domestic violence, each 

scene gets to have its own atmosphere and contextual feeling. This truly adds value to The 

Woman Who Walked into Doors as it successfully immerses the reader into Paula’s life 

despite not having followed a linear timeline. Coupled with Paula’s vivid memories and use 

of vulgar language, all of this serves to show the audience the harsh reality of her life and 

how all of these events have shaped the Paula Spencer of the present. This is exactly what 

Roddy Doyle is trying to do, as it not only allows the reader feel empathy for Paula in each 

scene, but also leaves an opportunity for the reader to compare and contrast the pieces of 

her life. Hence, it can be seen that the inclusion of such stylistic devices is quite effective in 

the context of this novel, and especially so due to the literary genre of biographical fiction 

and the author’s intentions to shock the audience harsh reality. 

 In the telling of Paula’s story, Roddy Doyle’s varied use of flashbacks and reversals 

can be seen in numerous occasions, each of which serves a specific purpose. One such 

example is chapter ten, wherein she starts with “Me then”, referring to her childhood in 

school, and follows up with “Me now”, referring to her current self. This scene is perhaps 

one of the most powerful in the entire novel, and precisely so due to the use of 

juxtaposition by Roddy Doyle as a chronological literary device. It allows the reader to 

compare Paula as a child to Paula as her present self, tying an invisible bridge between time 

periods which are actually over 20 years apart. The reason why this particular use of a non-

chronological timeline is so effective is due to the stark contrast which is expressed. Whilst 

the young Paula is described through the use of phrases such as “she had good skin”, “she 

was happy”, and “she had her whole life ahead of her”, the present Paula’s image is not so 

optimistic. In addition to her physical aspects which have declined over the years, such as 

“the skin on her face is veined” and “she has loose skin on her arms”, Paula’s present life is 
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also portrayed as being psychologically troubled. The fact that the narrator mentions “she is 

a widow”, “she is an alcoholic”, and “she has holes in her heart that never stop killing her”, 

shows that Paula may have developed depression and that “she manages” through the use 

of coping mechanisms such as alcohol. Although her involvement with Charlo and their 

incidents involving domestic violence are a major influence of this psychologically unstable 

present Paula, Roddy Doyle also suggests that this may be caused by Paula’s very roots as 

well. This leads us to the second example, in chapter nine, where a flashback by the narrator 

takes the reader to Paula’s first experience with the secondary education system in working 

class Ireland. This scene portrays the notion of the poverty trap, a vicious cycle in which 

Paula’s financial background, coupled with her perception of the school system, leave her 

stuck in a path with no bright future in sight. Right from the beginning, she expresses her 

opinion about her experiences through vulgar language: “I fuckin’ hated it”. Paula continues 

by stating that the students in her allocated class were “the dopes, the thicks”, and that she 

had “the worst room and the worst teachers”. Whilst this is indeed a criticism of the 

centralised Irish education system of the 1970s, Roddy Doyle chooses to include this scene 

in order to show to the reader how vital a role Paula’s early life may have played on her 

future. The influence of the past on the present is very apparent in this case, and the use of 

Paula’s flashback as a narrator to put forth her vivid memories of her school years is an 

attempt by the author to show to the audience how she develops as a character. With each 

flashback and reversal, Roddy Doyle lends another piece of Paula’s life to the reader, and it 

is the collective effect of these memories that shapes her as a person in the eyes of the 

audience.  

Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s work, Chronicle of a Death Foretold, is a fictional novella 

under the genre of murder mystery. In contrast to The Woman Who Walked into Doors, the 

narrator in this work is not the main character. Due to the fact that the story is being told 

from a third-person point of view, piecing together memories of the incident 27 years after 

it has happened, the tone of the narrator is nowhere near as engaging and vivid as that of 

Roddy Doyle through Paula Spencer. In fact, whilst it is a fictional text, the style of narration 

is almost like that of a criminal investigation report. The events are told in a much less 
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biased manner, and with less emphasis on the emotions and thoughts of the characters. 

This is apparent at the end of the novella, where Santiago Nasar’s death is very graphically 

narrated through the use of phrases such as “all his intestines exploded out” and “soaked in 

blood”. Although one would expect this style to be less shocking, in the case of Gabriel 

Garcia Marquez’s choice of words, the murder scene is designed to be vividly visualised by 

the audience. Another notable element in Chronicle of a Death Foretold which is not present 

in Roddy Doyle’s novel is the presence of magic realism. This technique, which is when 

elements of magic are incorporated into an environment which is otherwise rooted in 

reality, is prominent amongst Latin American writers such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez himself. 

The author’s intention is to have the sense of supernatural presence throughout the 

storyline by including subtle details and by using metaphorical symbolism on numerous 

occasions. In this case, the element of magic realism is important in relation to the use of 

flashbacks and reversals. For example, the notion of a predetermined fate is felt throughout 

much of the text. Whilst Santiago coincidentally fails to read warning letters and is unable to 

be warned by his friends about his potential murder, the entire town seems to know that he 

is in grave danger. This is also shown through the fact that dreams can foretell certain future 

events, which strengthens the concept of fate through magic realism. Hence, the use of 

flashbacks as a means of telling Santiago Nasar’s story through the narrator’s memory of the 

events is an effective choice. The report-like tone, coupled with the detailed and unbiased 

telling of each scene, forms an eerie sense throughout the story, ending with the graphic 

and shocking scene of Santiago’s murder by the Vicario brothers. 

 In Chronicle of a Death Foretold, the author’s main objective is to make the story 

seem as if it was pieced together from broken memories. There are two main instances in 

which these flashbacks affect the storyline. First of all, at the beginning of the story, with 

Santiago Nasar’s death being announced, the narrator starts with “on the day they were 

going to kill him”. This statement is not only striking to the reader, but it also warps the 

timeline due to the ending of the story having been already announced. The time is set as 

“twenty-seven years later, recalling the details of that unpleasant Monday”, which shows to 

the reader that the narrator is in fact explaining the string of events almost three decades 
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after they took place. This amplifies the report-like style of the novella, as well as 

strengthening the notion of piecing together memories. A second instance in which 

flashbacks are used by the author is at the end of the novel, when his death is described in 

more detail through the memories of the villagers. This use of a flashback here is designed 

specifically to link the beginning of the novel to the ending scene. As the novel starts with 

the announcement of his death and ends with him falling to the floor and dying, it gives the 

audience a sense of satisfaction, with the storyline finally being completed. The suspense 

that is built up through the different segments and events surrounding the murder, such as 

the wedding night, or the Vicario brothers’ planning of the murder, leaves the reader 

attached to the narration and wanting to get to the end of the plot. Whilst the constant use 

of flashbacks through the locals’ memories can be confusing at times, Gabriel Garcia 

Marquez’s use of a timeline as such is effective in portraying the feeling of an honour crime. 

As villagers are interviewed and different perspectives are observed in each scene, small 

details about the circumstances surrounding the murder are uncovered through each event. 

This is the main reason behind the segmentation of the storyline, and it sets Chronicle of a 

Death Foretold apart from many other texts in the murder mystery genre. 

  Both Roddy Doyle and Gabriel Garcia Marquez seem to have made use of flashbacks 

and reversals in order to differentiate their works from the norm and amplify many of the 

themes in the eyes of the reader. The extent to which the use of such techniques is effective 

is dependant, however, on how well the author can tie together the different memories and 

make the reader aware of these connections. This is especially important in The Woman 

Who Walked into Doors, as elements such as the poverty trap, alcoholism, and domestic 

violence, all form Paula Spencer as a character in the present.  

 

 


