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            Schaffer 1 Get Real: Narrative Empathy in Karen Russell’s St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves Karen Russell’s collection of short stories, St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves, is notable for many reasons, primarily its deviation from the mundane. Each story has an element of fantasy – a Minotaur father in “from Children’s Reminiscences of the Westward Migration,” boys who prophesize the past in their dreams in “Z.Z.’s Sleep-Away Camp for Disordered Dreamers,” a sister who is dating a ghost in “Ava Wrestles the Alligator”– that reflects a larger development within the story. However, despite this characteristic that would normally alienate an audience, Russell manages to relate to readers in a way uncommon in even more realist narratives. Many of her stories are coming-of-age narratives – an easy point of relation for most of her audience – but her characters are especially relatable, as they are complex. They are scared and attracted; they are shamed and loving; they are open and aloof. Russell’s characters are never just one thing, and the reader connects with that. Russell commands the stories’ narrative empathy through complex emotions and “internal realism” (as will be established later in this paper), so that even the fantastical elements aren’t so unbelievable. In order to show this, I will be analyzing the title story in Russell’s collection: “St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves.” First, it is necessary to establish what I am using as my expectations of narrative empathy, complex emotions, and internal realism. Empathy has some important distinctions from sympathy and personal distress: Empathy, a vicarious, spontaneous sharing of affect [that] can be provoked by witnessing another’s emotional state, by hearing about another’s condition, or even by reading. Mirroring what a person might be expected to feel in that condition or context, empathy is thought to be a precursor to its semantic close relative, sympathy. Personal distress, an aversive emotional response also characterized by apprehension of another’s emotion, differs from empathy in that it focuses on the self and leads not to sympathy but to avoidance. […] Empathy is 
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Schaffer 1
 Get Real: Narrative Empathy in Karen Russell’s St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves
 Karen Russell’s collection of short stories, St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves, is
 notable for many reasons, primarily its deviation from the mundane. Each story has an element
 of fantasy – a Minotaur father in “from Children’s Reminiscences of the Westward Migration,”
 boys who prophesize the past in their dreams in “Z.Z.’s Sleep-Away Camp for Disordered
 Dreamers,” a sister who is dating a ghost in “Ava Wrestles the Alligator”– that reflects a larger
 development within the story. However, despite this characteristic that would normally alienate
 an audience, Russell manages to relate to readers in a way uncommon in even more realist
 narratives. Many of her stories are coming-of-age narratives – an easy point of relation for most
 of her audience – but her characters are especially relatable, as they are complex. They are scared
 and attracted; they are shamed and loving; they are open and aloof. Russell’s characters are never
 just one thing, and the reader connects with that. Russell commands the stories’ narrative
 empathy through complex emotions and “internal realism” (as will be established later in this
 paper), so that even the fantastical elements aren’t so unbelievable. In order to show this, I will
 be analyzing the title story in Russell’s collection: “St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves.”
 First, it is necessary to establish what I am using as my expectations of narrative empathy,
 complex emotions, and internal realism. Empathy has some important distinctions from
 sympathy and personal distress:
 Empathy, a vicarious, spontaneous sharing of affect [that] can be provoked by
 witnessing another’s emotional state, by hearing about another’s condition, or
 even by reading. Mirroring what a person might be expected to feel in that
 condition or context, empathy is thought to be a precursor to its semantic close
 relative, sympathy. Personal distress, an aversive emotional response also
 characterized by apprehension of another’s emotion, differs from empathy in that
 it focuses on the self and leads not to sympathy but to avoidance. […] Empathy is
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 distinguished in both psychology and philosophy (though not in popular usage)
 from sympathy, in which feelings for another occur. (Keen 208)
 Narrative empathy, thus, is the relation of empathetic experiences through a narrative, be it text,
 film, or otherwise. This is what the other components in this essay work towards in Russell’s (and
 arguably, most writers’) work.
 Complex emotions, as I am evaluating them, are essentially mixed emotions, as opposed
 to single, simple emotions. Complex emotions could be a mix of happiness and anger, or an
 established combination such as a bittersweet feeling; simple emotions would be the basic
 emotions by themselves: happiness, sadness, anger, fear, disgust, and surprise.
 Realism is comprised of “(1) comparisons between the story and the viewers’ beliefs about
 the actual world and (2) evaluations of the consistency of the story given its narrative premises”
 (Hall 93), but internal realism has an important distinction from external realism:
 Internal or narrative realism, in contrast, allows for inconsistencies between the
 story world and the actual world, provided that the elements of a story are
 consistent with each other and allow the viewer to construct a coherent story world.
 According to this criterion, narratives that feature fantastical elements can be
 accepted as real as long as the rules and patters of the story are not contradictory.
 (Hall 93)
 I argue that all of these ideas are connected, in that complex emotions establish narrative
 realism, which is what forms an empathetic bond with the audience. In this paper, I will be
 supporting that claim, and demonstrating it in Russell’s short story.
 The story “St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves” is set in stages, marked by excerpts
 from The Jesuit Handbook on Lycanthrope Culture Shock. If the reader were unfamiliar with the
 term “lycanthrope,” they would soon find out the meaning in the first section: werewolf. An
 introduction to the girls shows that “our pack was all hair and snarl and floor-thumping joy. We
 forgot the barked cautions of our mothers and fathers, all the promises we’d made to be civilized
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 and lady-like, couth and kempt” (Russell 225). Stage 1 has the girls at their most primal, straight
 from the forest. The girls are given names by the Sisters, and though this, we are given two
 important foils to the main character: Jeanette, the oldest pack sister, and Mirabella, the
 youngest. Even in this first section, their roles are established. Jeanette was the first to be named
 and with little fuss, and she ends up the most advanced of the group. Mirabella is the last to be
 tagged and named, running away for hours, taken down only by a tranquilizer; she is the least
 evolved of the group and, ultimately, does not adapt to human society and returns to the woods.
 In the Stage 2, the girls begin their human training as they wrestle with the desire to leave,
 but the betrayal their parents would feel that their leaving. Mirabella and her wildness are
 recognized as a problem by the pack, but we also see Jeanette hated because she excels in the
 lessons. Claudette, the narrator, affirms her stance as “solidly middle of the pack” (Russell 232),
 but she is advanced in reading, which she hides. Claudette gets stuck with Mirabella in an exercise
 to feed ducks (a test of their manners), and gets angry at her for acting wild.
 Stage 3 shows us the advancing divide between Mirabella and the rest of the pack,
 particularly Claudette. Mirabella is struggling with adapting to civilized life: “Her teeth were
 ground down to nubbins; her hair was falling out. She hated the spongy, long-dead foods we were
 served and it showed—her ribs were poking through her uniform. Her bright eyes had dulled to a
 sour whiskey color” (Russell 236). The girls get to interact with “purebred” girls for the first time,
 and the pack’s ferocity shows. In order to encourage their dancing, the nuns at the school assign
 a debutante ball.
 Stage 4 is the climax in the story. The characters are completely independent, as Claudette
 is “no longer certain of how the pack felt about anything” (Russell 243). The debutante ball is held,
 and Claudette is spotlighted to perform her dance. Under pressure, she starts to revert to her
 primitive ways, and looks to Jeanette, the most advanced, for help and is rejected. Mirabella
 jumps in and tackles Claudette to protect her, and though internally Claudette appreciates
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 Mirabella for what she has done, she shifts the blame for ruining the ball onto her. Mirabella is
 kicked out, and Claudette sends her a lunch pail with a note “Best wishes!” instead of seeing her.
 Stage 5 shows a short scene where Claudette returns to the wolf pack. The wolves are
 confused at her humanness, and Claudette finds it hard to relate to them anymore, though she
 still presents the idea that she is home.
 In order to show how Russell simulates reality in her stories, I will actually be working
 back from some of the more fantastical elements. In the title story, “St. Lucy’s Home for Girls
 Raised by Wolves,” it is the werewolves. However, even from the beginning we are given
 information about werewolves and how they act from an authority:
 Stage 1: The initial period is one in which everything is new, exciting, and
 interesting for your students. It is fun for your students to explore their new
 environment.
 - from The Jesuit Handbook on Lycanthrope
 Culture Shock (Russell 225)
 Epigraphs are generally assumed to have some level of truth, as often the quote is borrowed from
 a source to inform the following document. The only word in this first passage to clue the reader
 into the fantastical setting is “Lycanthropic,” hidden at the end in the author of the quote. If people
 did not know the meaning of the word, they would further accept the information to be true. We
 also see the veracity through repetition within the story. The narrator, Claudette, mentions that,
 when the pack of girls raised by wolves is allowed free reign of the grounds the first afternoon,
 “Everything was new, exciting, and interesting” (Russell 227). The mirrored sentence – everything
 is/was new, exciting, and interesting – leaves two interpretations to the reader: 1) that Claudette
 wrote The Jesuit Handbook for Lycanthropic Culture Shock, or 2) that whoever wrote the
 handbook intimately knows the process that the girls are going through, and thus is the authority
 on the subject.
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 In order for the audience to connect to a personal narrative that is as unfamiliar as this, it
 must have an “outside” voice of authority to inform the narrative:
 If personal experience narratives were only personal, they would not reach as they
 do into discussions of collective memory, discourse, and the politics of identity. […]
 Although individuals do tell stories about their own, personal, experiences, those
 tellings inevitably include other voices in the form of reported speech and other
 people’s experiences as well (Goodwin, 1990). Recognizably shared experience is
 also larger than personal, but that does not mean that the unrecognizable is
 entirely personal. Both the most ordinary, recognizably shared experience and the
 most extraordinary or unfamiliar can be used allegorically, as larger than personal
 accounts. (Shuman 149)
 Personal narratives need outside information to be more than personally relative, and in “St.
 Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves,” that comes from the epigraph, but also from the
 narrative itself, as I will explain later. The epigraph serves another purpose, by relating to the
 human experience in general:
 The more a story represents a generalized, shared, or even quintessentially human
 experience, the higher the stakes in asserting or challenging legitimacy. What
 raises the stakes is the claim that the truth that the story represents is not only
 factual, representing events that actually happened, but also true in the larger
 sense of conveying a true understanding of human experience. (Shuman 149-150)
 While the epigraph’s source relates the quote specifically to lycanthropy, the quote itself registers
 on a broader spectrum. When most people engage voluntarily with something new, it is exciting,
 interesting, and fun to explore. As in Stage 2, people “realize that they must work to adjust to the
 new culture. This work may be stressful and students may experience a strong sense of dislocation.
 […] Many students feel isolated, irritated, bewildered, depressed, or generally uncomfortable”
 (Russell 229). These are also feelings that are common for people in unfamiliar environments.
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 Ironically, however, as Claudette deviates from the “handbook’s” descriptions, as well as from her
 fellow pack mates, she becomes more empathetic to the audience, specifically because of the
 conflicting experiences.
 Claudette’s emotional deviation from the clinical prescriptions of the handbook reveals
 her humanity and draws empathy from the audience. Now, this may seem contradictory to what
 was said in the last paragraph, where the epigraphs connect the reader to the narrative. Both are
 true, as throughout the arc of the story, Claudette’s perception shifts in drastic ways. The pack of
 girls act as a cohesive unit in Stage 1. The narrator uses the first person plural almost exclusively
 and makes no differentiation between individuals in the pack, as “Our pack was hirsute and
 sinewy and mostly brunette. We had terrible posture. We went knuckling along the wooden floor
 on the calloused pads of our fists, baring row after row of tiny, wood-rotted teeth” (Russell 226).
 Those who aren’t brunette are not singled out, as in “our pack was mostly brunette, but so-and-so
 were blonde.” The only exception of this in Stage 1 is when the narrator chews on Sister
 Josephine’s ankle, and when the oldest sister, Jeanette, and the youngest sister, Mirabella, are
 singled out by the Sisters. For the most part, though, the pack feels and acts as one group; they
 are in tune with each other and with The Jesuit Handbook on Lycanthropic Culture Shock, as
 their emotions are little more than basic and are easily identifiable. The Jesuit Handbook excerpt
 is the most adaptable at this point in order for the audience to more easily connect with the primal,
 inhuman pack of girls.
 Stage 2 is still recognizable to those who have been in prolonged stressful situations. There
 is still resonance between the epigraph and the narration when “the whole pack was irritated,
 bewildered, depressed” (Russell 229). However, the reflection is closer to the epigraph than they
 were in Stage one, as the narrator has begun to slip from the unified pack identity:
 I remember how disorienting it was to look down and see two square-toed shoes
 instead of my own four feet. Keep your mouth shut, I repeated during our walking
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 drills, staring straight ahead. […] I stumbled around in a daze, my mouth black
 with shoe polish. (Russell 229)
 However, Claudette still manages to maintain some semblance of the group mentality:
 We were all uncomfortable, and between languages. We had never wanted to run
 away so badly in our lives, but who did we have to run back to? Only the curled
 black grimace of the mother. Only the father, holding his tawny head between his
 paws. Could we betray our parents by going back to them? (Russell 229-230)
 Even the most intimate connection – that between parent and child – is all or nothing in the face
 of the pack, disconnected in the animalistic state the girls are in, and leaving only their connection
 with each other. We see that connection fail, though, in Stage 2, as members of the pack are
 individualized. Mirabella is isolated due to not learning fast enough, but “the pack hated Jeanette.
 She was the most successful of us, the one furthest removed from her origins” (Russell 232). The
 girls recognize that “some things remained the same. The main commandment of wolf life is Know
 Your Place, and that translated perfectly” to human culture (Russell 231). Claudette knows that
 being separated from the pack is dangerous in multiple ways, namely here in being shunned and
 hated. This works both ways, though, in that the ferocity behind “Know Your Place” exists in the
 human world as well. This is also where we begin to see a disparity in the epigraph and the
 narration. Though the Jesuit Handbook states that “your students realize that they much work to
 adjust to the new culture. […] Many students feel isolated” (Russell 229), we see a large part of
 the struggle coming from the nuns: they consistently compare the pack to Jeanette and test the
 girls; when they fail, the nuns physically and emotionally remove the girls from their culture:
 Me they separated from my sisters. They made m watch another slide show. This
 one showed images of former wolf-girls, the ones who had failed to be
 rehabilitated. Long-haired, sad-eyed women, limping after their former wolf packs
 in white tennis shoes and pleated culottes. A wolf-girl bank teller, her makeup
 smeared in oily rainbows, eating a raw steak on the deposit slips while her
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 colleagues looked on in disgust. Our parents. The final slide was a bolded sentence
 in St. Lucy’s prim script: DO YOU WANT TO END UP SHUNNED BY BOTH
 SPECIES? (Russell 235)
 This conflicts with the interpretation in the Jesuit Handbook, that the isolation and culture shock
 is incited naturally. We see that the nuns and the Jesuit Handbook are not infallible, and disrupts
 any empathy the audience might have felt for the nuns.
 In Stage 3, the connection between the epigraph and the narrative breaks. Though
 Claudette “[makes] generalizations about the host culture and [wonders] how the people can live
 like they do” (Russell 235), she does not, in fact, “reject the host culture” or “feel that [her] own
 culture’s lifestyle and customs are far superior to those of the host country” (Russell 235). Instead,
 we see her ignore everything about her culture that she can, and Mirabella represents that old
 culture. On bicycle trips allowed the girls who have learned how to ride a bike, “Mirabella would
 run after the bicycles, growling out our old names. HWRHA! GWARR! TRRRRRRR! We pedaled
 faster” (Russell 238). When she as the chance to warn Mirabella of the nuns’ plans to do
 something about her lack of conformity, Claudette does nothing, as “the truth is that by Stage 3 I
 wanted her gone” (Russell 236). Mirabella represents the old culture and is the example of what
 would happen to the pack if they failed, like the slide show the nuns made Claudette watch in
 Stage 2. Claudette does her best to deny any connection to her roots. The only time her narrative
 coincides with the epigraph is when the pack plays checkers with some “purebred” girls, and she
 “felt sorry for them. I wondered what it would be like to be bred in captivity, and always homesick
 for a dimly sensed forest, the trees you’ve never seen” (Russell 237). However, this disconnection
 is important to the audience’s empathy for Claudette. When the nun make her watch the slide
 show of the failed wolf-girls, it seems unnaturally harsh, particularly because Claudette had failed
 the test not of her own accord. It makes the audience question the motives of the nuns and
 disrupts their empathy for them. Thus, when Stage 3 fails to accurately judge Claudette’s
 emotional state, it seems to be a failing on the part of the Jesuit Handbook author to really
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 understand the wolf girls, and also evidence of Claudette’s transition into human-ness though her
 individualistic thoughts and feelings.
 Stage 4’s assessment of the girls is completely removed from Claudette’s personal
 experience, but not from everyone’s; Jeanette immediately comes up to Claudette and asks if she’s
 “noticed that everything’s beginning to make sense” (Russell 240), a reflection of the end of the
 epigraph. Claudette is interrupted in her answer by Mirabella, but later considers that “by that
 stage, I was no longer certain of how the pack felt about anything” (Russell 241). This is the biggest
 disparity with the rest of the epigraph, that “as more thorough understanding of the host culture
 is acquired, your students will begin to feel more comfortable in their new environment. Your
 students feel more at home, and their self-confidence grows” (Russell 240). This is untrue, as
 there is a pervasive feeling of discomfort through Stage 4, most noticeable in two parts: that they
 “hadn’t yet learned the vocabulary for Unit 12: How to Tactfully Acknowledge Disaster” after the
 death of Sister Josephina (Russell 242), and during the dance when Claudette has to perform the
 Sausalito:
 I tried to skulk off into Mirabella’s corner, but Kyle pushed me into the spotlight.
 “No, I moaned through my teeth, “noooooo.” All of a sudden, the only thing my
 body could remember how to do was pump and pump. In a flash of white-hot light,
 my months at St. Lucy’s had vanished, and I was just a terrified animal again.
 (Russell 243)
 Under the pressure, Claudette loses all of her training and is in no way “comfortable in [her]
 environment.” Claudette truly seems individualistic compared to the Jesuit Handbook, but in a
 way that the readers can respond to, in a human way, so that she herself is an empathetic
 character. Mirabella saves Claudette from her humiliation but Claudette, unconfident in herself,
 turns the humiliation on Mirabella, and the rest of the sisters join in, “eager to close ranks. [...]
 The pack has been waiting for this moment for some time” (Russell 244). Mirabella is kicked out
 of St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves, and Claudette, still unsure, doesn’t go to say

Page 10
						

Schaffer 10
 goodbye, but instead sends a lunch pail and a note that reads, “Best wishes!” (Russell 245).
 Claudette has finally reached a level of refinement that she has been waiting for, has succeeded in
 not becoming a “failed” wolf-girl, by letting the representation of the wild in her life, Mirabella,
 go, but it does not feel like a happy occasion.
 However, both of these rejections of Mirabella are points of empathy for the audience, by
 increasing transportability through Claudette’s realistic reactions to Mirabella:
 Transportation can be thought of as an integrative melding of attention, imagery,
 and emotion, focused on story events […] Narrative transportation can increase
 attitudinal yielding […] by fostering emotional, empathetic connections with
 characters in the story. (Mazzocco 361)
 Essentially, the more an audience feels “transported” into a narrative, the more they will
 empathize with that narrative’s characters. Realism is a key component in transportation, as
 “another study found transportation to be associated with higher retrospective evaluations of the
 story’s realism” (Hall 93), so that those stories found to be more “realistic” were more likely to
 transport audiences and allow them to empathize. In their own study, Hall and Bracken
 “measured [realism] through a series of 12 Likert-type items adapted from a previous study […]
 that included items intended to measure both external and narrative realism” (Hall 95). Those
 questions were as follows:
 The actions and reactions of the characters were in tune with their personalities; I
 have a hard time believing the people in the movie are real because the basic
 situation I so far-fetched; The dialogue in this movie is realistic and believable; The
 way people liv their everyday lives is not portrayed very accurately in this movie;
 Events that actually happened or could happen are discussed in this movie; The
 story was logical and convincing; This movie shows that people have both good
 and bad sides; The setting for the move just doesn’t seem real; People in his [sic]
 movie are like people you and I might actually know; The actions and reactions of
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 the characters were plausible; The movie deals with the kind of very difficult
 choices people in real life have to make; It was understandable why events
 unfolded as they did. (Hall 95; emphasis mine)
 The two questions that I italicized are particularly relevant in this situation (though I would argue
 that this story fulfills most of these areas). Claudette’s decision on whether to defend Mirabella
 and risk getting kicked out of St. Lucy’s or isolated from the rest of the pack, and her decision on
 whether to confront Mirabella after having not chosen to stick up for her, are “the kind of very
 difficult choices people in real life have to make.” People face peer pressure on a regular basis, and
 have at one time or another had to make a choice between getting in trouble or helping a friend.
 Claudette also shows “both good and bad sides” in this scene:
 And I have never loved someone so much, before or since, as I loved my littlest
 sister at that moment. I wanted to roll over and lick her ears, I wanted to kill a
 dozen spotted fawns and let her eat first.
 But everybody was watching; everybody was waiting to see what I would do.
 (Russell 244)
 Claudette’s good side is her love for her sister and her want to help Mirabella, but her bad side
 comes out when she doesn’t. This gives depth and realism to Claudette’s character, though, and
 has the audience empathize with her in the climactic moment.
 The final stage, Stage 5, is very bitter in the wake of Mirabella’s leaving, and the reader can
 sense the direction the narrative will go in pattern with previous epigraphs. Though the Jesuit
 Handbook says that, “at this point, your students are able to interact effectively in the new cultural
 environment. They find it easy to move between the two cultures” (Russell 245), all of it is false.
 When Claudette goes to visit the parents, she needs a woodsman to guide her, as she “couldn’t
 remember how to find the way back on my own” (Russell 246). While this is true literally, it is also
 true in the sense that she can’t find her way back to her culture or her past self. The pack is as wild
 as ever but seems barbaric eating a bull moose with their “shoe-eyed, lolling cousins” and
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 Claudette’s “cross-eyed wolf-boy” brother, in comparison to her “best dress” and “prosciutto and
 dill pickles in a picnic basket” (Russell 246). The mother, an important foil to Claudette in this
 scene, recoils from her at first, but after a long while, “she sank her teeth into my ankle, looking
 proud and sad” (Russell 246). This is reminiscent of Stage 1, where Claudette bites Sister
 Josephine’s ankle, though now she is on the other side. Her mother is also “proud and sad,” a mix
 not unfamiliar that makes each singular emotion more potent; she is proud of her daughter for
 having become a “naturalized [citizen] of human society” (Russell 227), but is sad because she can
 sense the irreversible change. As the pack waits for “a display of what I had learned” (Russell 246),
 we come upon the summation of all of Claudette’s feelings from her time at St. Lucy’s Home for
 Girls Raised by Wolves: “’So,’ I said, telling my first human lie. ‘I’m home’” (Russell 246). This
 last line has several different layers of meaning to it, as she is showing the pack “what she learned”:
 1) to them, she learned that she is now home, representing that she doesn’t fit in with human
 culture; 2) we know that she has learned how to lie; 3) we thus know that she does not feel at home
 with her native culture any longer, and doesn’t find it “easy to move between the two cultures”
 (Russell 245). In this, we also see conflicting emotions. She could have used the word “house” or
 “I’m back,” and it wouldn’t have been as evocative to the reader:
 Researchers have long known that the “classical” language regions, like Broca’s
 area and Wernicke’s area, are involved in how the brain interprets written words.
 What scientists have come to realize in the last few years is that narratives activate
 many other parts of our brains as well, suggesting why the experience of reading
 can feel so alive. Words like “lavender,” “cinnamon” and “soap,” for example, elicit
 a response not only from the language-processing areas of our brains, but also
 those devoted to dealing with smells. (Paul)
 The word “home” has strong connotations itself, associated with family and childhood, and thus
 is strongly embedded with familiarity, trust, and comfort, and because she is lying, we are pushed
 to feel the opposite, a sense of loneliness and unstableness.
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 We see Claudette’s – and the rest of the pack’s – transformation throughout the story and
 relate to them in times of struggles, particularly because of how they make the difficult choices.
 Had Claudette decided to side with Mirabella at the dance, valiantly defend her, and have
 everyone accept her viewpoint, leaving their pack whole again, the reader might have appreciated
 the ending but felt that it was too neatly wrapped up. We recognize in real life that arguments
 don’t end so easily, and in order for the reader to be really transported, they must detect a certain
 amount of internal realism in the story.
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