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Exploring
Tobias Wolff's
Masterpiece: In
the Garden of
the North
American
Martyrs

Tobias Wolff is a

name that resonates
deeply within the

landscape of
contemporary
American fiction.

Renowned for his
precise prose and

examination of
human nature, Wolff
has gifted readers
with stories that linger
long after the final
page. Among his most
celebrated works is
the short story In the
Garden of the
North American
Martyrs by Tobias
Wolff, a piece that
masterfully weaves
together themes of
power, cruelty,
morality, and the
quiet dignity of the
human spirit. First
published in his 1981
collection of the same

ubflincAing = = = = 7 name, this “story
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remains a cornerstone
of  Wolff's literary
achievement and a
profound commentary
on the dynamics of
academia, history,
and personal
integrity.

The Author and
His Context

To fully appreciate In
the Garden of the
North American
Martyrs by Tobias
Wolff, it is helpful to
understand the author
who brought it to life.
Tobias Wolff is an
American short story
writer, memoirist, and
novelist, born in 1945.
He is perhaps best
known for his
memoirs This Boy's
Life and In Pharaoh's
Army, but his short
fiction is equally, if
not more, acclaimed.
Wolff served in the

Vietnam War, an
experience that
deeply informs his
understanding of
power, violence, and
moral ambiguity.
However, unlike many
of his contemporaries
who wrote directly
about war, Wolff often
explores these
weighty themes
within the seemingly
quieter arenas of
everyday life: the
classroom, the faculty
meeting, the family
dinner table. This
ability to find the
universal in the
specific is what makes
In the Garden of
the North American
Martyrs by Tobias
Wolff such a
compelling read.

Wolff's  writing s
characterized by a
lean, unadorned style
that somehow carries
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immense emotional
weight. He does not
tell the reader what to
feel, instead, he
presents scenes and
dialogue with a clarity
that forces the reader
to draw their own
conclusions. This
technique is on full
display in the story,
where the surface-
level events of a job
interview mask a
deeper, more
troubling
undercurrent of moral
compromise and
silent complicity.

Plot Summary:
A Day at the
Interview

The story centers on
Mary, a history
professor who has
been out of the

for some time. She is
invited to a
prestigious university
for a job interview.
From the outset, the
reader senses that
something is off. Mary
is nervous, self-
effacing, and
desperate for the
position. She has
prepared diligently,
but the atmosphere at
the college is icy and
unwelcoming.

The interview itself is
a masterclass in
passive aggression
and academic cruelty.
The faculty members
who interview her are
dismissive,

condescending, and
openly rude. They
interrupt her, ask
irrelevant questions,
and seem less
interested in her
qualifications than in
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superiority. Mary,
however, absorbs this
treatment with a
strained politeness.
She wants the job,
and she is willing to
tolerate the indignity.

The climax of the
story occurs when the
faculty takes Mary on
a walk through a
small, neglected
garden on campus.
This is the "Garden of
the North American
Martyrs" referenced in
the title. The garden
is @ memorial to the
Jesuit missionaries
who were tortured
and killed by
Indigenous peoples in
the 17th century. As
they walk, one of the
faculty members
casually suggests that
Mary should read a
book about the
martyrs and adapt her
teaching to focus on

their suffering. The
implication is clear:
she should frame her
narrative around the
perspective of the
colonizers and
martyrs, ignoring the
perspective of those
who killed them.

At this moment, Wolff
delivers a devastating
twist. Mary, who has
remained passive
throughout the entire
interview, suddenly
stops. She looks at
the small statues of
the martyrs in the
garden, and then she
speaks. She does not
give the faculty the
answer they want.
Instead, she says
something that
shatters the polite
facade of the
interview. She refuses
to play their game.
The story ends with
Mary walking away,
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leaving the stunned
faculty behind. She
has lost the job, but
she has reclaimed her
integrity.

Character
Analysis: The
Quiet
Protagonist

Mary: The Lamb
Who Turns

Mary is one of Tobias
Wolff's most
memorable
characters precisely
because she is so
ordinary. She is not a
warrior or a
revolutionary. She is a
middle-aged
academic who has
been beaten down by
life and by a
profession that does

Throughout most of
the story, she is
submissive. She does
not challenge the
rude interviewers.
She apologizes for
herself. She is the
perfect victim for the
predatory faculty.

However, Wolff does
not write Mary as
pathetic. He writes
her as someone who
is biding her time. Her
transformation in the
garden is not a
sudden change of
heart but a revelation
of a strength that has
always been there.
When she finally
refuses to comply, it
is not an act of anger
but of profound moral
clarity. She sees the
garden for what it is:
a monument to a
specific, colonial
narrative. And she

n OISownYogc]éﬂ Qromrﬂrgcrker.dgg%%ing%a %}8 bp rst
Karsyn & Murray ¢ Wisdom is the reward for listening.
* Page 5



time in the story, to
tell the truth as she
sees it. This is the
central power of In
the Garden of the
North American
Martyrs by Tobias
Wolff. It is a story
about a woman who
finds her voice at the
exact moment it costs
her everything.

The Faculty: The
Bureaucracy of
Cruelty

The unnamed faculty
members in the story
are not villains in a
traditional sense.
They are not evil;
they are banal. They
represent the casual
cruelty that
permeates

institutions. They are
smug, self-satisfied,
and entirely unaware
of their own

hypocrisy. They
discuss the suffering
of the martyrs while
actively inflicting a
version of suffering on
Mary. They are the
gatekeepers of the
academic world, and
they enjoy the power
they hold over her.

Wolff captures the
specific language of
academic

condescension

perfectly. The faculty
members never yell
or threaten. They
simply make Mary
feel small. They ask
her leading questions.
They talk about her as
if she is not in the
room. This
psychological cruelty
is, in many ways,
more chilling than
overt violence. It
demonstrates how
power operates in the
modern world: not
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through force, but
through exclusion and
humiliation.

Themes and
Symbolism

Power and
Complicity

The most prominent
theme in In the
Garden of the
North American
Martyrs by Tobias
Wolff is the nature of
power. The story asks
a difficult question:
how do we behave
when we are at the
mercy of those who
hold power over us?
Mary is initially
complicit in her own
degradation. She
laughs at jokes that
are not funny. She
accepts rude

willing to compromise
her own dignity for
the promise of a job.

Wolff suggests that
this is not simply a
failure of character

but a survival
mechanism. We all do
it. We all

accommodate power
to get by. The story's
brilliance lies in its
refusal to judge Mary
for her complicity.
Instead, it celebrates
her final act of
resistance. The story
suggests that
integrity is not about
never compromising;
it is about knowing
when compromise is
no longer acceptable.

The Garden as a
Symbol

The garden itself is a
rich and complex
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it is a literal place: a
neglected memorial
on a college campus.
On another level, it

represents history
itself. The garden is a
physical

manifestation of how
we remember the
past. The faculty want
Mary to teach a
sanitized version of

history, one that
focuses on the
suffering of  the
martyrs without

questioning the larger
colonial context that
led to their deaths.
They want a narrative
that reinforces the
status quo.

Mary's rebellion in the
garden is therefore an
act of historical
revision. She refuses
to walk through the
garden and accept
the story it is trying to
tell. She sees the

martyrs not just as
victims, but as agents
of a violent colonial
project. This is a
deeply political
reading of the story,
and it is one that
remains incredibly
relevant today. We
are constantly being
asked to walk through
various "gardens" in
our society, to accept
certain narratives
about history, power,
and morality. Wolff's
story is a call to stop
walking and start
asking questions.

The Theme of
Sacrifice

The title itself points
to the theme of
sacrifice. The North
American Martyrs
were Jesuits who gave
their lives for their
faith. Mary, in her own
way, makes a
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sacrifice as well. She
sacrifices the job, the

security, and the
approval of the
faculty. But Wolff

implies that this
sacrifice is also a form
of liberation. By
choosing to speak the
truth, Mary joins a
different  kind  of
lineage: not the
lineage of the martyrs
who died for a
colonial faith, but the
lineage of those who
refuse to be complicit
in injustice.

Literary Style
and Technique

Wolff's prose in In
the Garden of the
North American
Martyrs by Tobias
Wolff is deceptively
simple. He uses short,
declarative

ornate descriptions.
This stark style
creates a sense of
tension and
inevitability. The
reader feels Mary's
discomfort viscerally
because the prose
does not try to soften
it.

One of Wolff's most
effective techniques is
his use of dialogue.
The conversations in
the story are painfully
realistic. The faculty
members interrupt
each other and Mary.
They finish her
sentences. They talk
over her. This chaotic,
disrespectful dialogue
mirrors the power
dynamics of the
interview. It shows
that Mary is not being
heard. She is being
processed.
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technique is Wolff's
use of the delayed
climax. The entire
story builds toward
Mary's moment of
rebellion in the
garden. The reader
knows, early on, that

Mary is being
mistreated. We want
her to fight back.

Wolff makes us wait.
He forces us to sit in
the discomfort with
Mary. By the time she
finally speaks, the
release is cathartic,
but it is also earned.
We have suffered with
her, so her victory
feels like our victory.

The Relevance
of the Title

Understanding the
title is key to
understanding the
story. The North
American Martyrs

refer to a group of
eight Jesuit
missionaries who
were killed by the
Mohawk and Huron
peoples in the 17th
century. They were
canonized by the
Catholic Church for
their sacrifice. Their
story is one of faith
and endurance in the
face of violent death.

Wolff uses this
historical reference to
create a powerful
irony. The faculty
members at the
college see
themselves as the
inheritors of this
martyr tradition. They
believe they are the

guardians of
civilization and
culture. But Wolff
shows them to be
petty, cruel, and

small. They are not
martyrs; they are
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bullies. Mary, on the
other hand, exhibits
the true qualities of a
martyr: she endures
suffering, she refuses
to betray her
principles, and she
makes a sacrifice for
the truth. The title is
therefore both a
literal reference to the
garden on campus
and a metaphorical
commentary on who
the real "martyrs" are
in this story.

Critical

Reception and

Since its publication,
In the Garden of
the North American
Martyrs by Tobias
Wolff has  been
widely anthologized
and studied in

have praised it for its
economy of language,
its psychological
depth, and its
unflinching look at
academic politics. The
story is often
compared to the
works of Raymond
Carver, another
master of the short
story form, for its
minimalism and
emotional resonance.

However, the story
has also been the
subject of debate.
Some critics argue
that Mary's final act of

rebellion IS
ambiguous. Does she
truly achieve

liberation, or is she
simply choosing to be
unemployed and
isolated? Wolff does
not provide a clear
answer. The story
ends with Mary
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does not tell us what
happens next. This
ambiguity is part of
the story's power. It
forces the reader to
decide what the
"right" ending is. Is it
better to have a job
and compromise, or
to have integrity and
no job? Wolff offers no
easy answers.

The story also
remains relevant

because it speaks to
contemporary issues
in higher education:
the casualization of
academic labor, the
power dynamics of
the job interview, and
the ongoing debates
about how to teach
history. In an era of
"trigger warnings"
and "safe spaces,"
Wolff's story reminds
us that true education
is often



