
Darkness or a lack of 
colour/brightness have negative 

connotations and are reserved for 
the old and socially isolated; 

(Mansfield, 1920) 

The seated old people looked as though they’d just 
come from dark little rooms (reference to darkness is 
matched with old age) 

The nun, a cultural symbol of social isolation, is 
depicted as ‘pale’ denoting a lack of colour (lack of 
colour is matched with social isolation) 

Age has drained the colour from the ‘ermine toque’s’ 
once yellow hair. Her hair, her face, even her eyes are 
now the same colour as her shabby ermine. The use of 
the ‘yellowish paw’ reinforces a sense of dullness. 
She is rejected by the man in the grey suit (lack of 

	  

The presence of colour and brightness 
in the story is often depicted in relation 
to youth and social unity; 

‘It was so brilliantly fine - the blue sky powdered with 
gold and great spots of light like white wine splashed over 
the Jardins Publiques’ (reference to colour is matched 
with positive concepts). (Mansfield, 1920 p. 1) 

‘To and fro, in front of the flower-beds 
(colour/brightness) and the band rotunda, the couples and 
groups paraded’ (reference to brightness/colour is 
matched with symbols of social unity.) (Mansfield, 1920 
p. 2) 

Little boys have big white silk bows under their chins 
(reference to colour is matched with youth.) 

Mention is made of beautiful smoke-coloured donkeys 
(reference to colour is matched with beauty.) 

The gentleman in grey was tall and dignified (reference to 
colour is matched with positive concepts.) 

Young girls in red, laughed when meeting and pairing 
with young soldiers in blue (reference to colour is 
matched with youth, social unity and happiness.) 
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STRUCTURALISM 
AND 

MISS BRILL 

DEFINITION OF STRUCTURALISM	  	  
Structuralism is an intellectual movement which began in France in the 1950’s and is first seen in the work of the anthropologist Claude 
Levi-Strause and Roland Barthes. Structuralism can be understood as a way of seeing things as a system in which each element in a group 
can only be understood in relation to other elements as part of a larger structure (Barry, 2009). Structuralists look for systematic 
reoccurring patterns or motifs and make the main focus of the commentary the structure, symbols and design of the text, presenting a 
highly schematised narrative of patterns, reflections and contrasts, which project texts as showing unity of purpose and coherence of 
meaning through ordered structures.  
 
Semiotics grew out of structuralism and can be defined as the study of signs. In semiotics a sign is anything that stands for something other 
than itself and can be applied to anything which can be seen as communicating something; in other words to anything which has meaning 
within a culture. The meaning of any sign can be broken down into two parts; denotation and connotation. Denotation is defined as the 
most basic or literal meaning of a sign. Connotation refers to the secondary cultural meanings of signs such as the implied or underlying 
meanings. Myth is another means of signification defined within structuralism which refers to dominant cultural and historical values, 
attitudes and beliefs that come to be seen as natural, common sense and self-evident which Barthes believed served the ideological 
interests of the bourgeoisie (Chandler, 2015).  According to Chandler (2015) a ‘text’ is in itself a complex system of signs containing other 
signs. The initial analytical task is to identify the signs and codes within the text and understand how they make meaning.	   	  
	   	   	   	   	   	   	  

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  

SEMIOTICS IN MISS BRILL 

 

 

	  

THE YOUNG = 
Social Unity/ Animation/ Colourful/=Positivity             

/Happiness (Mansfield,	  1920)      
       

 
Couples and groups parade, they stop to talk and greet (animation/ social unity). Little 
children run amongst them swooping and laughing (unity/ animation/ happiness) 

 
 

A ‘high-stepping’ mother like a young hen rushes to scold her child (animation). 
 
 

The young girls in red met and paired with the young soldiers in blue, they laugh and walk 
off arm in arm (social unity/ animation/ colour/ happiness) 

 
 

Mention is made of the young ‘laughing ones’ who were ‘moving together’ (happiness/ 
animation/ social unity). 

 
 

The four young girls walk abreast (social unity) nearly knocking over the funny old man. 
 

 
The young boy and girl who reject Miss Brill are described as ‘Hero and Heroine’ (labels 
which embody action/ animation) and are in love (the ultimate social unity).  

 
The rejection of the old by the young implied throughout the story is ultimately explicitly 
vocalised by the young couple who replace the old couples position on Miss Brills bench, 
Miss Brill herself becomes a symbol of this social rejection as reflected in the below 
quotes; 
 
“But why? Because of that stupid old thing at the end there?” 
 
“Why does she come here at all – who wants her? Why doesn’t she keep her silly old mug 
at home?” 
 
“It’s her fur which is so funny,” giggled the girl. “It’s exactly like a fried whiting.” 
 
“Ah, be off with you!” [directed at Miss Brill] said the boy in an angry whisper. 
 

 

THE OLD = 
Unwanted/ Socially Isolated/ Otherness/  

Rejection/ Unanimated/ Lacking Colour/darkness   
/Of no value (Mansfield,	  1920)	  

 
 
Miss Brill’s fur shows signs of age and wear which will need fixing. 
 

 
The old couple who share Miss Brill’s bench at the beginning of the story are 
described as ‘silent statues’ who she hopes will leave (of no value/ unanimated) 
 

 
Miss Brill describes how she might not have even noticed if the old invalid she 
reads to had died and that this would not really have mattered (old invalid - a 
cultural symbol of social isolation/ of no value/ unwanted/ unanimated). 

 
The beggar, (a cultural symbol of social isolation), is old. 
 
 
The nun (a cultural symbol of social isolation) is depicted as ‘pale’ (lacking 
colour). 
 
 
The people who share Miss Brill’s physical location on park benches and chairs 
are described as ‘odd, silent, staring people’ and nearly all are old (otherness/ 
unanimated). They look to Miss Brill as though they have just emerged from 
dark little cupboards (symbolic of social isolation/ lacking colour). 
 

 
There is specific reference to the ‘ermine toque’s’ hair no longer being  yellow as 
in her youth, now everything shows signs of age; her hair, her face, her eyes, are 
all drained of colour like her shabby ermine hat (lacking colour). She is rejected 
and ‘left standing alone’ by the man in the grey suit (of no value/ rejection/ 
social isolation). 
 
 
The ‘funny’ old man with long whiskers (otherness) who hobbles along by 
himself (social isolation) is nearly knocked over by four girls walking abreast 
(the old man is of no value in contrast to the social unity of  the youth). 

 
The climax of the story comes in Miss Brill’s rejection by the young ‘Hero and 
Heroine’ (unwanted/ of no value). 
 
 
She returns to the ‘dark little cupboard’ (lacking colour/ darkness) which she 
shares in common with the other ‘odd, silent and staring old people’ from the 
park (who she now identifies herself with) and the fur which has also been de-
valued is similarly returned to its box. 
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WHY A STRUCTURALIST ANALYSIS ? 
Structuralist analysis can be applied in ‘Miss Brill’ by applying the ‘symbolic code’ in a structuralist reading. Codes in narratives are 
linked to themes, usually relating to opposing themes in the literary text (Barry, 2009). Similarly, ‘Miss Brill’ portrays the contrasting 
themes of the ‘young’ and ‘old’. The sign ‘young’ formulates codes of ‘colourfulness’ ‘positivity’ and ‘happiness’ which then creates the 
motif of the young in ‘Miss Brill’. The sign ‘old’ creates motifs of ‘marginalisation’, ‘isolation’ and ‘dehumanisation’. A structuralist 
analysis essentially, is used to create a meaning of the motifs within a literary text. Codes and practices are implemented from the 
accompanied themes to establish a meaning of the text (Duffy, 1992). Saussure believed that a structuralist analysis achieved the idea of 
defining the distinctiveness of the nature of language (Duffy, 1992). A structuralist analysis works to acknowledge a literary text in terms 
of a series of parallels to identify the initial plot of the text, before examining the content (Barry, 2009). The structure of ‘parallels’, 
‘echoes’, ‘reflections’, ‘patterns’ and ‘contrasts’ are implemented in a structuralist reading to ensure the narrative structure is arranged to 
create a motif of the text (Barry, 2009). In ‘Miss Brill’ the underlying parallels would seemingly be the contrasting motifs in the form of a 
‘binary structure’ of the ‘young’ and ‘old’ (Barry, 2009,: 51). Structuralism explores the notion of how the narrative structure of the 
literary text creates a pattern and a series of motifs. A structuralist reading explore these elements to assist in analysing the portrayal of 
the language and imagery, used in the literary text, thus establishing the representation of the ‘young’ and ‘old’ in ‘Miss Brill’. These two 
contrasting motifs and parallels allow a structuralist reading to indicate the ‘narrative mechanisms’ such as the representation of language 
(Barry, 2009,: 52).  
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In the 1900s, French fashion designers introduced elegant fur garments in their fashion collections. Madame Paquin had developed a method 
of treating fur so it would be softer and more comfortable to wear.  Her fur coats and fur garments were in great demand by the socially 
prominent women of that period (Hansen, 1956). In the short story, as we approach the analysis of the ‘fur’ as a myth, this suggests that the 
‘fur’ is associated with fashion, luxury, status or wealth.  
 
Miss Brill's fur can be seen as a reflection of herself.  The fur is personified, and both Miss Brill and the fur are alone, isolated from the 
world, confined in a room and a box respectively. But there comes a time when both gather the courage to come out of hiding to present 
themselves to the public.  The fur is symbolic of prominence and wealth and has connotations of comfort.  This perhaps suggests what Miss 
Brill used to be; wealthy, classy, and comfortable when she was young.  She is no longer that person in her present state and the fur has lost 
its significance in her present world.  This is then reflected by the comments of the young people who reject Miss Brill; she now struggles 
with identifying and confronting her old age and pitiful state.  This new realization may be reflected in her symbolically returning to her 
house where she quickly puts the fur back in its box, symbolising her separation from this past identity. 
	  

(Mansfield,	  1920,	  p.	  3	  )	  

(Miss	  Brill,	  1920,	  p.	  3)	  (Mansfield,	  1920)	  

	  

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: 
MISS BRILL AS MODERNIST 

WRITING 
 

 
Whitworth (2007) explores the historical context of 
modernist writing in literature. In Mansfield’s short story 
‘Miss Brill’ Modernist writing denotes the idea of trying to 
acknowledge it as a cultural approach. Initially, modernism 
works to portray a strong sense of consciousness and 
imagination. Imagery of the ‘fur’ in ‘Miss Brill’ is a 
modernist influence in literature as it denotes the use of 
imagination. In light of the cultural influence, it could be 
considered that the connotation of ‘fur’ is an embodiment 
of ‘Miss Brill’. This is a Modernistic influence in literature 
as it is dehumanising the protagonist and replacing them by 
materials (Whitworth, 2007).  “Dear little thing! It was so 
nice to feel it again”- a reader would at first, interpret this 
as a living device however it’s associated to Miss Brill’s 
‘fur’, therefore there is a Modernistic influence of imagery 
here.  
 
 
Gillies and Mahood (2007) acknowledge Mansfield as one 
of the renowned Modern short story writers. Mansfield 
wrote stories in which genres such as Gender, Family, 
Marriage, Politics and Freedom were explored in her short 
stories.  ‘Miss Brill’ is a distinctive short story which 
explores the themes of Companionship, Struggle for 
Identity and Isolation. Gillies and Mahood (2007) cite 
Kaplan (1991) who argues that Mansfield preferred to 
write stories in an unconventional manner by rejecting the 
traditional norms of writing a novel with a fixed plot. This 
distinctive approach employs a Modernistic influence. The 
recurring imagery of the ‘fur’ is how the story itself is 
given recognition, the artistry approach of creating a notion 
of the story, through materialistic devices is an approach of 
Modernist writing. The noticeable use of parenthesis in 
‘Miss Brill’ also reflects Modernist writing as it 
emphasises on the narrator’s mind-set and sense of 
consciousness. This literary device allows the reader to 
identify the narrative voice of the text by reflecting the 
narrator’s state of mind. ‘Something light and sad- no, not 
sad, exactly’- the confused mind-set, and the self-
consciousness is reflected through the extensive use of 
parenthesis within the text.  
	  

	  


