Jean Guthrie

Throughout the first chapter, we are shown the conflict and strain in Jean and John Guthrie’s marriage and it is illustrated by various examples.

· She is married to John Guthrie, mother of 6 children.

“Blithe and sweet”

She is an attractive woman with a kind, likeable personality.

· She is a woman of the land; she has always worked the land and survived from the land.
“She was never happier in her life than those days when she tramped barefooted the roads…”

Jean is a natural woman and she does not feel the need for anything ‘artificial’, e.g., education.

· She does not feel education is necessary.
“Oh Chris ma lass, there are better things than your books and studies…there’s the countryside your own”

Jean’s attitude to education is that it is an alien activity, as there are more important things, such as tending the land. 

Jean’s husband does not agree with her opinion on education. 

“Stick to your lessons and lets see you make a name for yourself, you’ve got no time for friends.”

Both characters’ opinions cause conflict in their relationship, as they both want different things for their daughter. This also causes conflict in Chris.

· The conflict between John & Jean is also apparent when the family are travelling to Blawearie. 

“We’d better loosen up at Portlethen and try not the slug this night.”

“Damn’t to hell, do you think I’m made of silver to put up the night at Portlethen.”

John Guthrie dismisses Jean’s suggestion angrily and harshly. Jean cares for her family and does not want to struggle through the storm, but John says they do not have the money so they must keep travelling through the night. Jean is depicted as a more sympathetic character than John.

· Jean has a hard time with childbirth, and does not feel  she could cope with anymore than four children.

“Four of a families fine; they’ll be no more”

“And father…fine? We will have what God in his mercy may send to us, woman. See you to that.”

Jean’s opinion causes further conflict with John. There is a running issue of family size and John Guthrie does not listen to her when she says she does not wish to have any more children. He wants sexual pleasure so he dismisses her opinions with religious observance as an excuse.

· John Guthrie has an intense physical attraction to Jean and does not think of the consequences until Jean is suffering in childbirth.

“Jean sitting upon the hair of her, gold it was and so long, and laughing up into the dour, keen face that was Guthrie’s”

“He sat with his head between his hands and groaned and said, God forgive him the lusts of the flesh, something about the bonny hair of her and then more about lust.”

· She feels that the family needs a larger house but again John Guthrie dismisses this.

“More rooms, what more room do we want than we have? Do you think we’re gentry?”

“Well, well we’re to bide on her then?”

“Ay, that we are, content yourself.”

As a child in a family of thirteen, Jean has experienced poverty and a poor standard of living so she does not wish this on her family. She feels that four children are enough to cope with.

The next part of the chapter shows Jean slowly giving in to depression and the author hints at this, as well as suicide, through Chris’ narrative.

· During the drought, Chris sees a change in her mother:

“Something was happening to mother”

Jean Guthrie begins to change, and the childbirth and caring for the children has taken its toll on her. She begins to show signs, of what is known today as Post Natal Depression.

· Chris describes how Jean’s beauty and sweetness begins to disappear.

“Seeing her face then, so white and ill-looking it has grown in the last month.”

Here we see for the first time Chris noticing how much her mother has changed. It is also the first incident we can trace as a contributing factor to Jean’s suicide at the end of the chapter.

· Another clue to Jean’s suicide comes when Chris asks her about sex. Jean tells her that it is something she must find out for herself:

‘I cannot tell you a thing or advise you a thing, my quean. You’ll have to face men for yourself when the time comes—‘

“And then she said something queerer, kissing Chris, ‘Mind that for me sometime if I cannot thole it longer.”

Here is one of the most obvious quotes, which implies that Jean is considering suicide. It is noticed again by Chris and she shows this by adding “and then she said something queerer” which shows that Chris realises this is strange to be coming from her mother.

· The hint at the end of ‘Ploughing’ that Jean is dead is strong:

‘it sounded like the lowing of calves that had lost their mother’

The farming metaphor is again used aptly as this sound would be familiar to Chris.

Jean Guthrie Notes cont.

Drilling
· Jean Guthrie poisons herself and her youngest children, the twins, which results in the death of all three:
“the day when mother had poisoned herself and the twins”

· At the inquest into her death she is classified as insane:

“so she had killed herself while of unsound mind”

Jean portrays symptoms of what, today, would be classed as Post Natal Depression. We can see this from her drastic actions and from the way she acted in the month leading up to her death. Obviously, this wasn’t recognised in the book, as Post Natal Depression wasn’t recognised in 1911. 

· The inquest also reveals that Jean was pregnant again

“mother had poisoned herself…because she was pregnant again and afraid”
Jean’s medical troubles with childbirth and the state the family are in financially leads Jean to become frightened and angry that she is pregnant again. She does not feel she can cope with any more children and does not want to have to go through childbirth again and so feels her only way out is suicide.

· We can conclude that Jean seems to consider Chris in her decision to take the children’s lives as well as her own. She knows that Chris, being the only girl, will be left to tend to the house and bring up the children so it seems that Jean takes the twins with her so as not to burden Chris with the responsibility.

· Jean’s attitudes to the land, child-rearing and sexuality and the manner of her death will have a growing impact on Chris’s attitudes and decisions as she develops through the novel. This is her character’s PURPOSE in the novel: to be a comparison of attitudes, at times a contrast and sometimes an explanation for the attitudes Chris holds.

You should decide your opinion of Jean and have evidence to back it up. There may be an SQA critical essay question on, say, a character who influences the main character. You could answer on Jean’s positive and negative influences on Chris.
