
interlopers short story study guide
The interlopers short story study guide will provide an in-depth exploration of Saki's classic tale,
"The Interlopers." This comprehensive resource is designed for students, educators, and avid
readers seeking to unravel the layers of meaning, character development, and thematic significance
within this enduring work of short fiction. We will delve into the intricate plot, analyze the
motivations and conflicts of the main characters, Ulrich von Gradwitz and Georg Znaeym, and
examine the powerful symbolic elements that contribute to the story's lasting impact. Furthermore,
this guide will offer insights into the historical context of the story and explore its enduring literary
merits, making it an invaluable tool for a deeper understanding and appreciation of "The
Interlopers."
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Introduction to "The Interlopers"

Saki's "The Interlopers" is a masterpiece of concise storytelling, renowned for its biting wit,
unexpected twists, and profound thematic resonance. Published in 1914, this short story delves into
the destructive nature of inherited feuds and the ultimate futility of human animosity when faced
with the overwhelming power of nature. The narrative centers on two landowners, Ulrich von
Gradwitz and Georg Znaeym, whose families have been locked in a bitter dispute over a tract of
forested land for generations. This guide aims to equip readers with the tools to dissect the story's
intricate narrative, understand its complex characters, and appreciate the rich tapestry of themes
and symbols Saki masterfully weaves throughout the text.

Summary of "The Interlopers" Plot

"The Interlopers" unfolds in a remote, wild forest, a territory both men claim as their own. The story
begins with Ulrich von Gradwitz, the owner of the Gradwitz estate, venturing into the disputed
forest with his men. He is determined to confront Georg Znaeym, his sworn enemy, and end their
long-standing feud, even if it means a violent confrontation. Ulrich believes this particular night,
under the cover of darkness and away from the eyes of the law, is the opportune moment to settle



their differences permanently. As he searches for Georg, a fierce storm begins to brew, mirroring
the tempest of animosity brewing between the two men.

Suddenly, Ulrich and Georg find themselves face to face, not as conquerors, but as trapped
individuals. A massive, uprooted oak tree, dislodged by the violent storm, has fallen and pinned both
men beneath its massive branches. Initially, their animosity remains palpable, with each man
relishing the other's predicament. However, as they lie helpless, injured, and exposed to the
elements, a shift begins to occur. The shared vulnerability and the terrifying prospect of a slow,
agonizing death in the wilderness start to erode their ingrained hatred.

In a moment of profound change, Ulrich offers Georg a flask of wine from his hunting horn, a
gesture of reconciliation. Georg, surprised but equally desperate, accepts. They begin to speak as
men rather than as enemies, acknowledging the absurdity of their prolonged conflict. They resolve
to end the feud and, in a remarkable display of newfound camaraderie, agree to share the land and
even to dine together as friends. They call out for their respective men, planning to return to their
estates as allies. However, as the story concludes, the sounds approaching are not those of their
men, but the howling of wolves, suggesting a far more primal and inescapable fate for the two
formerly warring neighbors.

Character Analysis: Ulrich von Gradwitz

Ulrich von Gradwitz is introduced as a man consumed by the animosity inherited from his ancestors.
He is the proprietor of the larger estate, and his pride and sense of entitlement fuel his desire to
confront Georg. Ulrich is portrayed as a man of action, albeit a misguided one, who is willing to take
significant risks, including venturing into the disputed territory and facing his enemy alone. His
initial motivation is rooted in a deep-seated hatred and a sense of justice, as he perceives Georg as
the rightful interrupter of his land ownership. Despite his outward bravado and readiness for
violence, his ultimate desire is for peace and recognition of his ancestral claims.

As the story progresses, Ulrich undergoes a significant transformation. Trapped and facing the very
real possibility of death, his deeply ingrained hatred begins to crumble. His offer of wine to Georg is
a pivotal moment, symbolizing a willingness to transcend the boundaries of their feud. This act of
generosity, born out of shared despair, marks a significant maturation and a newfound
understanding of human connection and the triviality of their conflict in the face of mortality. He
recognizes the senselessness of their generations-long dispute and expresses a genuine desire for
reconciliation, even envisioning a future where they could be friends.

Character Analysis: Georg Znaeym

Georg Znaeym is depicted as Ulrich's equal in his stubbornness and his dedication to the family
feud. He, too, believes he has a rightful claim to the disputed land and is equally prepared to defend
it, even through violent means. Georg is often seen as the more aggressive of the two, seemingly less
inclined to diplomacy than Ulrich. His initial reaction to Ulrich's presence in the forest is one of
immediate hostility, ready to engage in a physical confrontation. Like Ulrich, his actions are driven
by a sense of inherited duty and a deep-seated pride in his family's legacy.



However, Georg also experiences a profound shift in perspective when faced with their shared
predicament. His acceptance of Ulrich's wine signifies a reciprocal willingness to set aside their
animosity. He actively participates in the conversation, mirroring Ulrich's realization of the futility of
their feud. His agreement to reconcile and his anticipation of returning to their estates as friends
demonstrate a genuine change of heart. This metamorphosis highlights the power of shared
adversity to strip away pretense and reveal a common humanity that transcends generations of
conflict. His vulnerability and eventual embrace of peace are as crucial to the story's climax as
Ulrich's own transformation.

The Central Conflict: A Feud Across Generations

The core of "The Interlopers" lies in the protracted and seemingly irreconcilable feud between the
von Gradwitz and Znaeym families. This conflict is not born from a single incident but is an inherited
legacy, passed down through generations. The dispute over a small strip of forest land, a territory
that holds symbolic as well as practical importance for both families, has festered for decades. The
story emphasizes how this animosity has become ingrained in their identities, shaping their actions
and perceptions.

The conflict is characterized by a dangerous cycle of revenge and defiance. Both Ulrich and Georg
are trapped by this tradition, feeling compelled to uphold their family's honor and territorial claims.
Their confrontation in the forest is the culmination of this long-standing animosity, a moment where
they intend to bring the feud to a violent, decisive end. Saki uses this intense personal conflict as a
microcosm for broader societal conflicts, demonstrating how hatred can perpetuate itself without a
clear or rational purpose, consuming individuals and their legacies.

Key Themes in "The Interlopers"

Several potent themes resonate throughout "The Interlopers," making it a subject of enduring
literary interest. One of the most prominent is the futility of human conflict and inherited hatred.
The generations-long feud between the von Gradwitz and Znaeym families serves as a stark
illustration of how animosity can blind individuals to reason and shared humanity, leading only to
destruction and suffering. The story highlights how such grudges often outlive their original purpose
and become self-perpetuating cycles.

Another crucial theme is the power of nature and the insignificance of human affairs. The wild,
untamed forest and the fierce storm serve as powerful forces that dwarf the petty squabbles of men.
When the tree falls and incapacitates Ulrich and Georg, their human conflicts are rendered utterly
irrelevant. Nature, in its indifferent grandeur, ultimately dictates their fate. This theme prompts
reflection on humanity's place within the larger ecosystem and the limitations of our control over the
natural world.

The theme of reconciliation and shared humanity emerges as a counterpoint to the entrenched
hatred. In their shared vulnerability, Ulrich and Georg are able to shed their animosity and
recognize their common bond as human beings facing death. Their willingness to forgive and extend
friendship highlights the potential for empathy and understanding, even in the most hostile



circumstances. This transformation offers a glimmer of hope, suggesting that human connection can
overcome even the deepest divisions.

Finally, the theme of irony and fate is central to the story's impact. The ultimate irony lies in the fact
that just as the men achieve a profound understanding and a desire for peace, they are delivered to
a fate that neither of them could have anticipated or controlled. The approaching wolves, oblivious
to their newfound camaraderie, represent a stark and grim finality, underscoring the capricious
nature of destiny.

Symbolism and Literary Devices

"The Interlopers" is rich in symbolism and employs several literary devices that enhance its
narrative power and thematic depth. The forest itself is a powerful symbol, representing the wild,
untamed forces that lie beyond the control of human civilization and law. It is a place where ancient
feuds are enacted and where the ultimate arbiter of fate resides. The enmity between the families
symbolizes the destructive nature of pride and inherited grudges, a force that blinds individuals to
reason and brotherhood.

The fallen tree is perhaps the most significant symbol in the story. It represents the physical
manifestation of the destructive forces that have plagued the families. When it falls, it incapacitates
both men, forcing them into a state of forced introspection and interdependence. It acts as a catalyst
for change, breaking down the barriers of their animosity. The storm symbolizes the turbulent and
unpredictable nature of life and fate, a force that can swiftly and dramatically alter human
circumstances.

Saki masterfully uses irony, particularly situational irony, to create the story's memorable and
poignant ending. The men's newfound friendship and their hopeful plans are tragically contrasted
with their impending doom. The use of foreshadowing is subtle yet effective, with the mention of
wolves early in the narrative hinting at the story's ultimate resolution. The narration, which is third-
person objective with occasional glimpses into the characters' thoughts, allows the reader to observe
the unfolding events with a sense of detached irony, mirroring the author's own commentary on
human folly.

The Role of Nature and the Setting

The Carpathian mountain setting of "The Interlopers" is not merely a backdrop; it is an active
participant in the narrative and a crucial element in conveying the story's themes. The remote, wild
forest is depicted as a place of harsh beauty and inherent danger. It is a space where the laws of
man hold little sway, and where the more primal forces of nature reign supreme. This setting
immediately establishes an atmosphere of tension and isolation, isolating the characters from any
external intervention and amplifying their predicament.

The weather plays a particularly significant role. The gathering storm is a direct reflection of the
brewing conflict between Ulrich and Georg. As the tempest intensifies, so too does the potential for



violence between the two men. When the storm unleashes its fury and brings down the massive oak,
nature asserts its dominance. The falling tree, a consequence of the storm's power, becomes the
instrument that traps the men, rendering their human disputes moot. The stark, unforgiving
environment underscores the insignificance of their ancestral quarrel in the face of natural
cataclysm, highlighting their vulnerability and dependence on forces far greater than themselves.

Historical Context of "The Interlopers"

"The Interlopers" was published in 1914, on the cusp of World War I, a historical context that imbues
the story with an additional layer of meaning. Saki, whose real name was Hector Hugh Munro, was a
keen observer of societal trends and human nature. The story can be interpreted as a commentary
on the then-prevailing atmosphere of nationalism and ingrained animosity that was prevalent in
Europe, ultimately leading to the outbreak of war. The feud between Ulrich and Georg, though
personal, mirrors the larger, seemingly intractable rivalries between nations.

The emphasis on inherited feuds and the readiness for violent confrontation reflects the jingoistic
sentiments and long-standing territorial disputes that characterized the pre-war era. The story's
seemingly tragic and abrupt ending, where the men are left to the mercy of nature (or its predators),
can be seen as a prescient reflection of the devastating and unforeseen consequences of widespread
conflict. The story serves as a cautionary tale about the destructive potential of unchecked animosity
and the arbitrary nature of fate when human pride and aggression collide with larger forces, a
theme that resonated profoundly with a world on the brink of a global catastrophe.

Interpreting the Ending of "The Interlopers"

The ending of "The Interlopers" is famously ambiguous and profoundly unsettling, leaving much to
the reader's interpretation. As Ulrich and Georg reconcile, their newfound brotherhood is palpable.
They call out for their men, believing that their united front will bring about a new era of peace and
cooperation. However, the approaching sounds are described as the "making of a long, low howl,"
which is then confirmed to be from wolves.

The traditional interpretation is that the wolves have discovered the men and will devour them,
signifying that their reconciliation has come too late. This ending emphasizes the ultimate power of
nature and fate, highlighting the futility of their human conflicts in the grand scheme of things. The
irony is that just as they achieve genuine human connection, they fall victim to a primal, indifferent
force. Another interpretation suggests that the approaching sounds are not wolves, but Ulrich's men
arriving. This reading, however, is generally considered less supported by the text, given the specific
description of the "howl." The ambiguity, regardless of the precise interpretation, serves to
underscore the story's central themes of the capricious nature of fate and the often-tragic
consequences of human folly.



Study Questions and Discussion Points

How does the setting of the forest contribute to the overall mood and themes of "The
Interlopers"?

Analyze the character development of both Ulrich and Georg. What specific events or
realizations lead to their change of heart?

Discuss the role of inherited animosity in the story. How does this concept contribute to the
tragedy of the narrative?

What is the significance of the fallen tree? How does it function as a symbol within the story?

Explore the various interpretations of the ending. Which interpretation do you find most
convincing and why?

How does Saki use irony to enhance the impact of "The Interlopers"?

Consider the story as a commentary on human nature. What insights does it offer about pride,
hatred, and the potential for reconciliation?

In what ways does the historical context of 1914 influence your understanding of the story?

Could the feud have been resolved without the intervention of the fallen tree? Explain your
reasoning.

What message do you believe Saki intended to convey through "The Interlopers"?

Further Reading and Resources

For those who wish to delve deeper into the analysis of "The Interlopers," exploring critical essays
and academic papers can offer invaluable insights. Examining literary critiques of Saki's works,
particularly those focusing on his social commentary and his unique narrative style, will enrich your
understanding. Biographical information about Hector Hugh Munro can also provide context for his
literary output. Additionally, exploring collections of Saki's other short stories will reveal recurring
themes and stylistic elements that contribute to his distinctive literary voice. Understanding the
broader context of Edwardian literature can also shed light on the societal norms and anxieties that
may have influenced Saki's writing.

FAQ



Q: What is the main conflict in "The Interlopers" short story?
A: The main conflict in "The Interlopers" is the long-standing and bitter feud between two
landowners, Ulrich von Gradwitz and Georg Znaeym, who have inherited their families' animosity
over a disputed piece of forest land. This personal conflict is intensified by their individual pride and
a desire to assert dominance and uphold ancestral claims.

Q: Who are the main characters in "The Interlopers" and what
are their motivations?
A: The two main characters are Ulrich von Gradwitz and Georg Znaeym. Ulrich is driven by a desire
to reclaim and assert his ownership over the disputed forest, while Georg is motivated by a similar
belief in his rightful claim and a deeply ingrained animosity towards the von Gradwitz family. Both
are initially driven by pride and a sense of inherited obligation.

Q: What does the fallen tree symbolize in "The Interlopers"?
A: The fallen tree in "The Interlopers" symbolizes the destructive forces that have plagued the two
families and their feud. It also represents a turning point, incapacitating both men and forcing them
into a shared vulnerability that ultimately leads to their reconciliation, breaking down the barriers of
their animosity.

Q: What is the significance of the ending of "The Interlopers"?
A: The ending of "The Interlopers" is highly significant due to its ambiguity and tragic irony. As
Ulrich and Georg reconcile and plan a future of friendship, they are seemingly attacked by wolves.
This suggests that their human conflicts are insignificant in the face of nature's power and the
capricious nature of fate, and that their reconciliation came too late to save them from a brutal end.

Q: What are the major themes explored in "The Interlopers"?
A: The major themes explored in "The Interlopers" include the futility of human conflict and
inherited hatred, the overwhelming power of nature, the potential for reconciliation and shared
humanity, and the role of fate and irony.

Q: How does the setting of the story contribute to its
meaning?
A: The remote and wild Carpathian forest setting in "The Interlopers" emphasizes isolation and the
dominance of natural forces over human affairs. It creates an atmosphere of danger and underscores
the insignificance of the characters' petty feuds when confronted by the raw power of nature, such
as the storm and the falling tree.



Q: Is "The Interlopers" based on a true story?
A: "The Interlopers" is a fictional short story written by Saki (Hector Hugh Munro). While it draws
on timeless themes of conflict and human nature, it is not based on a specific real-life event.

Q: What literary devices does Saki employ in "The
Interlopers"?
A: Saki masterfully uses literary devices such as irony (especially situational irony), symbolism (the
forest, the tree, the storm), foreshadowing (the mention of wolves), and a third-person objective
narration to convey the story's themes and create its impactful conclusion.

Q: Why is "The Interlopers" considered a classic short story?
A: "The Interlopers" is considered a classic due to its concise and powerful narrative, its exploration
of universal themes like hatred and reconciliation, its unforgettable ironic twist ending, and Saki's
distinctive witty and often dark style of writing.

Q: What can readers learn from "The Interlopers"?
A: Readers can learn about the destructive nature of prolonged hatred and grudges, the importance
of empathy and forgiveness, the humbling power of nature, and the often ironic and unpredictable
twists of fate. The story encourages reflection on the triviality of man-made conflicts in the face of
larger natural or existential forces.
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