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John Irving's The World According to Garp (1978) is a sprawling and
ambitious novel that tackles some of the most fundamental questions of
human existence. Through the lens of its protagonist, T.S. Garp, the novel
explores the themes of love, loss, family, identity, war, trauma, and healing.
Garp's journey from childhood to adulthood is a microcosm of the human
experience, filled with both joy and sorrow, laughter and tears.

Themes

The World According to Garp is a multi-layered novel that explores a wide
range of themes, including:

= Love: Garp's life is defined by his relationships with others, both
romantic and familial. He experiences the joys and challenges of love,
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marriage, and parenthood, and his relationships shape who he
becomes.

= Loss: Tragedy strikes Garp's life repeatedly, and he must learn to
cope with the loss of loved ones. The novel explores the different ways
people grieve and heal, and the lasting impact of loss.

=  Family: Garp's family is a complex and dysfunctional unit, but it is also
a source of love and support. The novel explores the different roles
that family members play in our lives, and the ways in which family can
both help and hinder our growth.

= Identity: Garp struggles with his identity throughout the novel, both as
an individual and as a member of society. He questions his sexuality,
his purpose, and his place in the world.

=  War: Garp's life is intertwined with the Vietnam War, and the novel
explores the devastating effects of war on individuals and families.

= Trauma: Garp experiences a number of traumatic events throughout
his life, including the death of his mother and the Vietnam War. The
novel explores the lasting effects of trauma, and the ways in which
people can overcome it.

= Healing: Despite the many challenges he faces, Garp is a resilient
character who finds ways to heal and move on. The novel offers a
hopeful message about the human capacity for healing and
redemption.

Characters

The World According to Garp features a cast of complex and memorable
characters, including:



= T.S. Garp: The protagonist of the novel, Garp is a writer and a wrestler
who struggles with his identity and his place in the world.

= Jenny Fields: Garp's mother, a strong and independent woman who
becomes a feminist icon.

= Roberta Muldoon: Garp's wife, a nurse who is fiercely loyal and
supportive of her husband.

= Helen Holm: Garp's best friend, a lesbian who is a strong advocate for
social justice.

= Duncan Pendelton: A transsexual who becomes Garp's mentor and
friend.

= Michael Milton: A Vietnam veteran who suffers from PTSD and
becomes a violent criminal.

Setting

The World According to Garp is set in a variety of locations, including New
Hampshire, Vermont, and Vienna. The novel's setting plays an important
role in the story, as it shapes the characters' experiences and helps to
create the novel's unique atmosphere.

Symbolism
Irving uses a variety of symbols throughout The World According to Garp,

including:

=  Wrestling: Wrestling is a recurring symbol in the novel, and it
represents both the physical and emotional struggles that Garp faces.



= The World According to Garp: The novel's title is also a symbol, as it
represents the different ways that people see the world and their place
in it.

= The Ship: The ship that Garp and Jenny sail on at the end of the novel
is a symbol of hope and renewal.

Literary Techniques

Irving uses a variety of literary techniques in The World According to Garp,
including:

= Bildungsroman: The World According to Garp is a bildungsroman, or
coming-of-age story, that follows Garp's journey from childhood to
adulthood.

=  Feminist Literature: The novel is considered a feminist work, as it
explores the experiences of women and challenges traditional gender
roles.

= Satire: Irving uses satire to critique social and political issues, such as
the Vietnam War and the feminist movement.

= Dark Comedy: The novel is often darkly comic, as it explores the
absurdity and tragedy of human existence.

The World According to Garp is a powerful and moving novel that has
resonated with readers for decades. It is a story about love, loss, family,
identity, war, trauma, and healing. Through its complex characters, rich
symbolism, and masterful use of literary techniques, the novel offers a
profound exploration of the human condition.
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