A Separate Peace: Four Decades of Critical Response
Lois Rauch Gibson

Rejected at first by American publishers, John Knowles’ A Separate Peace appeared
in England in 1959, where critics admiringly compared it to Salinger’s writings.
American critics, responding in 1960 to the American edition, generally noted its
depth, sensitivity, and “disturbing allegories” (Aitken 754). They did not entirely
agree about what the allegories might be, nor have the four decades of critics since.

Critical response to the novel has been amazingly abundant over the forty-five
years since its British publication, producing a combined total of ten to twenty
reviews, articles, or books per decade. With one book, two articles, and one (not
yet released) made-for-TV movie already produced since 2000, the next decade
should be equally rich. Yet despite the changes in critical fashions, the critical
approaches to this novel varied surprisingly little until 2002, addressing primarily
the fall from innocence, the boys’ school setting, the torments of adolescence, the
movement toward or away from self-knowledge, the role of doubles, and narrative

strategies.

Early critical interpretations of the relationship between the two main characters,
teenaged boys Phineas and Gene, cover a wide range. In 1959, Anne Duchene
wrote that Knowles “draws with tenderness and restraint the pure joy of
affection” between them (754). At the other extreme, Harding Lemay noted in 1960
“the corroding flaw in friendship between young males. . . .a theme which echoes
in every sensitive man’s experience” (246). None of the earliest critics directly
mentions homoerotic undertones. But in 2002, two excellent articles appeared in
Children’s Literature about Knowles’ novel which, like Robert Cormier’s The
Chocolate War, was not initially conceived as adolescent literature, but which has
become part of that canon. Both articles address issues of gender and
homosexuality in A Separate Peace. This surprised me; not because I had missed
the clear homoerotic undertones in the novel (I had, in fact, been quite aware of
them), but because the appearance of two such articles in the same issue of a
journal made me realize how infrequently the criticism had ever discussed this
aspect of the novel. The major impact of discovering these articles was that I
decided to do a retrospective analysis of the changes in the criticism of Knowles’
1959 novel, sure that I would discover clear reflections of the social values and
critical preferences of the eras in which the criticism appeared. For the most part,






