
It Needs Must Wither – A Feminist Critique of “The Chrysanthemums” 

 In the climax of Shakespeare’s play, Othello, the title character, now insane with 

jealousy, laments the irrevocable nature of the murder he is about to commit.  “When I have 

pluck’d thy rose, I cannot give it vital growth again.  It must needs wither” (151).  In “The 

Chrysanthemums,” John Steinbeck inflicts a similarly final fate on Elisa Allen, annihilating her 

sense of self with such totality, it seems unlikely to recover.  While his emotional isolation of 

Elisa is decidedly neutral, Steinbeck’s use of the patriarchal world Elisa lives in as well as a 

dehumanizing exploitation of the jouissance of her garden demonstrates that it is unlikely 

Steinbeck ever saw Elisa’s personal strength as anything more than illusion. 

 Steinbeck’s framing of Elisa begins, in a very concrete sense, by isolating her.  The first 

moment we see Elisa, her perception is that of the men at a distance.  “[she] saw Henry, her 

Husband, talking to two men in business suits” (Steinbeck 654).  We immediately have a sense 

of two things that stand away at a distance from Elisa – her husband and the male world.  The 

men that comes to speak to Elisa in the story does so as she is in her flower garden, surrounded 

by a wire fence.  Steinbeck will break that in the climactic scene with the tinker, but this is 

hardly a raising up of Elisa.  Elisa’s physical isolation extends as far as physical contact in 

general.  At no point in the story does Elisa make physical contact with anyone.  This has the 

effect of heightening the intimacy of her exchange with the tinker regarding the 

chrysanthemums, but it also raises questions about the fragility of Elisa’s confidence. 

 The question that arises is tied to Elisa’s sense of emotional isolation.  Her world of 

expertise exists solely in the flower garden, where she cannot be gainsaid because she is the only 

knowledgeable person.  Her husband can only compliment her work because he knows nothing 

about it.  At the same time, his compliments come with a wish for her to step outside of her 



garden and do something “productive.”  Yang Hong-Mei asserts that the distance between 

husband and wife is indicative of a flawed relationship. 

It is evident that Elisa and her husband are not a happy couple because of her 

discontentment with her husband’s insensitivity or inability to appreciate her 

romantically as a woman, as can be seen through Henry’s comment on her work 

of planting chrysanthemums. On observing her prize flowers, all Henry can say is, 

“I wish you’d work out in the orchard and raise some apples that big.” (72) 

 Whether Elisa and her husband are a happy couple is not definitively shown in this short 

work; however, it is clearly shown that there is a distance between the two of them.  The two of 

them are never together in the story without something between them until the ride in the car at 

the very end, when Elisa’s world and self-conception as a strong woman come utterly apart. 

 Elisa’s isolation combines with the two principal male characters in the story to lay an 

incredibly patriarchal paradigm over the entire sequence of events.  Elisa’s relationship with her 

husband is remote, almost the opposite of intimate.  At the same time, in most of the events that 

take place outside of Elisa’s flower garden, there is only one decision maker.  As Henry tells the 

story of his steer sale and his plans for the evening, Elisa’s consistent response is “Good.”  The 

only time she raises an objection is when it is clear that Henry is not being sincere.  This 

contrasts sharply with their exchange before they get into the car to go to town.  Suddenly, Elisa 

will not be satisfied with platitudes, such as “nice” or “strong.”  She demands to know what he 

means and Henry does a rather cack-handed job of explaining himself.  Here we see that there is 

potential for the two of them to encounter one another as equals.  Elisa castigates him for his 

awkward compliments and boasts of her own strength.  This fleeting moment of strength outside 

of her own domain is utterly destroyed before we’ve even reached the bottom of the page.  As 



soon as she has seen the discarded chrysanthemums, her comments have reverted to form:  “It 

will be good, tonight, a good dinner” (661). 

 If her relationship with her husband demonstrates her subservient status, her encounter 

with the tinker demonstrates that her perceived strength is far more fragile than she thinks and is, 

in fact, a weakness to be exploited by a cunning man.  While the conversation with the tinker 

shifts in its overtones, one thing that is consistent throughout is that Elisa is being conned by a 

man familiar with salesmanship and elicitation.  He practically moves through a checklist of 

opening strategies: establishing rapport, seeking advice, implying special knowledge or 

capabilities, and even attempting to solicit sympathy for his plight.  Of those opening gambits, 

only his search for advice earned him a positive reaction so he seeks another way to make her 

feel as though she is the wise dispenser of counsel.  When he sees the chrysanthemum bed, he 

asks about the flowers and the rest of the conversation is a careful dance in which the tinker is 

careful to show interest and hide the fact that he knows absolutely nothing about flowers.  When 

Elisa describes her blooms as “giant” and “bigger than anybody around here,” the tinker asks if 

they are “a long-stemmed flower?  Looks like a quick puff of colored smoke” (657).  Has he just 

described chrysanthemums or has he, in fact, described just about any flower that could be 

termed “large?”  The smell is one that likely lingers in the garden where Elisa has been pulling 

flower stems, so this is not hard to conceive of, but notice how he must immediately reverse 

course when he comments negatively on the smell.  When he lies to Elisa about the woman who 

wants chrysanthemum seeds, he exploits her pride in two different ways.  First, he describes this 

phantom woman’s garden as “the nicest garden you ever seen” (658), which Elisa, who is 

immensely proud of her garden, would likely take poorly.  Second, he immediately gives Elisa 

primacy by creating the idea that the woman wants something Elisa has, and about which she is 



an expert.  His error in regards to wanting seeds, rather than sprouts, aids him this time as it 

increases Elisa’s sense of superiority. It is telling that his story of a woman with a garden “down 

the road a piece” is dependent on a woman who would not be familiar with gardens down that 

road.  This contradicts Elisa’s earlier statement that her chrysanthemums are the largest locally, 

though the vagueness of the size helps provoke a reaction in Elisa – it could be someone nearby.  

That it is, in all likelihood, no real person at all only heightens the reader’s sense that Elisa is 

ignorant of the world outside of her wire fence.   

 The exchange regarding the plants themselves, with its sexual overtones, reinforces the 

concept that Elisa is being ruthlessly manipulated by this stranger.  Leroy Thomas compares the 

scene to The Scarlet Letter, when he notes “We are reminded of Hester Prynne with Dimmesdale 

away from the conventions of society.  A gardener is hard-pressed to remember a time that 

merely talking about plants created such lustful feelings.  She even invites the tinker to come into 

the yard, perhaps a symbol of penetration” (50).  Having overcome Elisa’s initial skepticism and 

irritation, the tinker utilizes his psychological advantage for all it is worth.  All of his responses 

are affirmative or simply reflective of things that she has said.  He is not engaging her in 

conversation, but is mimicking the traits of active listening in order to get her to keep talking.  

Finally, the discussion runs from plants to something deeper, increasing the sexual metaphor 

until it’s practically explicit with Elisa’s description of the “sharp-pointed” stars being “driven 

into your body…Hot and sharp and – lovely” (659).  It is at this moment when he springs his 

trap.  As she kneels in front of him “like a fawning dog” (659), he mentions again that he will 

have no dinner.  What drew irritation from her when he was outside her fence now completely 

breaks through and makes her ashamed.  She gives him a job to do and fifty cents.  Suddenly, he 

is all business again.  He calls her “ma’am,” as he did when he was outside the fence.  He has 



also already utterly forgotten the chrysanthemums, as is made clear when he does not understand 

her comment about the sand.  Having gotten what he came for, his playacting is finished and he 

is quick to be on his way.   

Looking at the exchanges with the two men in terms of jouissance, Elisa’s creative power 

comes from her joy in her command of her flower garden.  Denied physical or emotional 

intimacy, her only ecstasy comes from her flowers.  Her husband fails to understand, imposing a 

“useless” tag on her behavior that is consistent with traditional patriarchy.  The tinker is far more 

subversive, using her joy in her garden in order to get around her reason.  The intimation that 

such an exchange is possible implies that Elisa’s strength is undone by her womanly passions, 

which is not exactly an enlightened position. 

Some literary theorists have attempted to recast Steinbeck’s portrayal of Elisa as a sort of 

“proto-feminist,” who is capable in her way and is simply limited by the men she meets.  

Unfortunately, as Charles Sweet notes, “Steinbeck's world is a man's world, a world that 

frustrates even minor league women's liberationists” (214).  Elisa’s strength is a phantasm.  It 

exists within her flower garden and with her husband because her husband is an emotionally 

distant man who makes few demands on her directly.  Her strength fails her in a five-minute 

exchange with a stranger, undone by clever exploitation of her secret longing for intimacy and 

appreciation.  Finally, the phantasm of her strength sets her up for a devastating fall during the 

car ride into town.  When she sees the chrysanthemums tossed to the side of the road, it becomes 

clear that her strength was a fraud and that her perception of that strength is precisely what the 

tinker relied upon to get fifty cents out of her for a task she could have done herself.  That this 

sequence of events has done nothing to diminish her own real capabilities is immaterial because 

her confidence is shattered.  She has not only lost what she felt was newfound strength, but she 



has additionally lost the strength with which she began the story.  In the beginning of the story, 

she is a clear-eyed woman who is too strong and quick for the plants she is trimming back.  In 

the end, she is an old woman in search of a drink.  Steinbeck’s destruction of Elisa’s self-worth is 

only made possibly through the presumption that a womanly desire for intimacy, attention, and 

appreciation would overwhelm common sense.  He shows that she is aware of his manipulative 

efforts when they irritate her, but that awareness is swept away by touching upon her pride and 

loneliness.  There is precious little in such an exchange to recommend it as some sort of 

embryonic feminism. 

While Steinbeck’s portrayal of the men in “The Chrysanthemums” does little to 

recommend them as people, it is his portrayal of Elisa that shows him up as considering her to be 

a weak-willed creature with an overinflated sense of her own capabilities.  In comparison with 

Othello’s worries about Desdemona, once Elisa’s rose has been metaphorically plucked by the 

tinker, there is no giving it life again.  Indeed, Elisa’s behavior from her encounter with the 

tinker through to the end of the story very closely mimics the pattern of a blooming flower.  It is 

hardly ironic, then, that when a flower blooms it is not only at its most beautiful, but also near 

death. 
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