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Bobbie Ann Mason's short story "Shiloh" explores themes of loss, change, and
the complexities of relationships through the lens of a couple navigating the
tumultuous waters of their marriage. Set against the backdrop of a small town
in Kentucky, the narrative delves into the emotional and psychological
struggles faced by its characters, particularly within the context of post-
Vietnam America. This analysis will examine the key themes,
characterizations, and narrative techniques employed by Mason to convey her
message, as well as the symbolism that enhances the story’s depth.

Summary of "Shiloh"

"Shiloh" tells the story of Leroy Moffitt, a disabled Vietnam War veteran,
and his wife, Norma Jean. As Leroy grapples with his physical limitations and
the changes in his life post-war, he also faces the emotional distance that
has developed between him and Norma Jean. The couple's relationship is
strained by their inability to communicate and connect, leading to Norma
Jean's desire for independence and self-discovery. The story unfolds as Leroy
contemplates building a log cabin for them, hoping to rekindle their
relationship, while Norma Jean seeks her own identity apart from her husband.

Thematic Analysis

Loss and Disconnection

One of the central themes in "Shiloh" is the sense of loss—both personal and
relational. Leroy’s physical disability symbolizes his emotional and
psychological struggles. He has lost the vitality and purpose he once had,
which mirrors the loss of connection with Norma Jean. Their marriage, once
filled with love and companionship, becomes a source of pain and
disconnection.

- Personal Loss: Leroy’s character embodies the loss of identity that many
veterans experience after returning home from war. He feels alienated and
struggles to reintegrate into civilian life.
- Relational Loss: The emotional distance between Leroy and Norma Jean
reflects their inability to communicate effectively. Norma Jean's desire for
independence highlights her need to reclaim her identity, which she feels has
been overshadowed by Leroy's struggles.



The Search for Identity

Both Leroy and Norma Jean are on a quest for identity throughout the
narrative. Norma Jean, in particular, undergoes a significant transformation
as she seeks to assert her independence.

- Norma Jean's Transformation: Initially portrayed as a dutiful wife, she
begins to explore her own interests, such as bodybuilding and taking classes.
This shift represents her desire to break free from traditional gender roles
and societal expectations.
- Leroy's Struggles: Leroy's attempts to build a log cabin symbolize his
desire to create a stable life for himself and Norma Jean. However, his
inability to adapt to the changes in their relationship showcases his
struggle to find his place in a world that has moved on without him.

The Role of Setting

Mason’s use of setting plays a crucial role in enhancing the themes of the
story. The small-town environment serves as a microcosm of the couple's
relationship, reflecting their isolation and struggles.

- Shiloh as a Symbol: The town of Shiloh, named after the historic Civil War
battle, symbolizes the conflict within Leroy and Norma Jean's marriage. Just
as the battle represents loss and devastation, their relationship is marked
by a similar sense of struggle and disillusionment.
- Contrast of the Past and Present: The story’s rural setting evokes
nostalgia for a simpler time, contrasting with the couple’s present
struggles. The imagery of the landscape represents both beauty and decay,
mirroring the state of their relationship.

Character Analysis

Leroy Moffitt

Leroy Moffitt is a complex character whose physical and emotional limitations
are intricately woven into the narrative. His identity as a Vietnam veteran
shapes his character development and influences his relationship with Norma
Jean.

- Veteran Trauma: Leroy's experiences in the war haunt him, leading to
feelings of inadequacy and frustration. He struggles to communicate his
emotions, which exacerbates the rift between him and his wife.
- Desire for Connection: Leroy's attempts to build a log cabin symbolize his
longing for stability and connection. However, his inability to understand



Norma Jean's needs highlights his struggle to adapt to her evolving identity.

Norma Jean Moffitt

Norma Jean is portrayed as a multifaceted character who undergoes significant
growth throughout the story. Her journey towards self-discovery is a critical
aspect of the narrative.

- Independence and Empowerment: Norma Jean's desire to pursue her own
interests, such as bodybuilding, signifies her quest for empowerment. This
journey reflects a broader feminist theme, as she seeks to redefine her
identity beyond that of a wife and caretaker.
- Emotional Resilience: Despite the challenges she faces in her marriage,
Norma Jean exhibits strength and resilience. Her decision to confront Leroy
about their relationship signifies her refusal to remain passive and her
desire to take control of her life.

Narrative Techniques

Mason employs various narrative techniques to enhance the story's emotional
impact and thematic depth.

Symbolism

Symbolism is a prominent feature in "Shiloh," with various elements
representing deeper meanings.

- The Log Cabin: The log cabin serves as a symbol of Leroy's desire for
stability and a renewed connection with Norma Jean. However, it also
represents the fragility of their relationship, as building it becomes an
unattainable goal.
- Bodybuilding: Norma Jean's interest in bodybuilding symbolizes her quest
for strength and independence. It reflects her desire to assert her identity
and challenge traditional gender norms.

Imagery and Descriptive Language

Mason's use of vivid imagery and descriptive language creates a rich sensory
experience for the reader.

- Nature Imagery: The descriptions of the natural landscape evoke feelings of
nostalgia and beauty, contrasting with the emotional turmoil within the
characters. This juxtaposition enhances the themes of loss and disconnection.



- Emotional Landscape: Mason’s descriptions of the characters’ internal
struggles provide insight into their emotional states. The use of metaphors
and similes adds depth to the narrative, allowing readers to connect with the
characters' experiences on a more profound level.

Conclusion

Bobbie Ann Mason's "Shiloh" is a poignant exploration of the complexities of
marriage, identity, and the impact of trauma on relationships. Through its
rich themes, complex characterizations, and effective narrative techniques,
the story captures the struggles of a couple attempting to navigate the
challenges of their changing lives. Leroy and Norma Jean's journey reflects
broader societal issues, making "Shiloh" a timeless piece that resonates with
readers on multiple levels. Ultimately, the story serves as a reminder of the
importance of communication, understanding, and the search for identity in
the face of adversity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Shiloh' by
Bobbie Ann Mason?
'Shiloh' explores themes of loss, the complexity of relationships, and the
impact of change on personal identity. The story highlights the emotional
distance between the characters and their struggles to connect amidst life
transitions.

How does the setting of Shiloh contribute to the
overall mood of the story?
The setting of Shiloh, with its historical significance and rural landscape,
serves as a backdrop for the characters' introspection and emotional turmoil.
It symbolizes both the past and the notion of memory, enhancing the themes of
nostalgia and disconnection.

What role does the character of Leroy play in the
story?
Leroy is a pivotal character who represents the struggle to adapt to change.
His journey from a truck driver to a man dealing with physical and emotional
challenges underscores themes of vulnerability and the search for meaning in
a shifting world.



How does Bobbie Ann Mason use symbolism in 'Shiloh'?
Mason employs various symbols, such as the log cabin that Leroy wants to
build for Norma Jean and the battlefield of Shiloh itself, to represent the
characters' internal battles and the notion of rebuilding their lives amidst
past traumas.

What is the significance of the title 'Shiloh' in
relation to the narrative?
The title 'Shiloh' references the Civil War battle, symbolizing conflict and
the struggle for reconciliation. It parallels the personal conflicts faced by
the characters and serves as a metaphor for their attempts to navigate their
fractured relationship.

In what ways does 'Shiloh' address gender roles and
expectations?
'Shiloh' critiques traditional gender roles by showcasing Norma Jean’s desire
for independence and self-identity outside of her marriage. The story
highlights the tensions between Leroy’s outdated views of masculinity and
Norma Jean’s evolving sense of self.
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