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INTRODUCTION TO "PRETTY
MOUTH AND GREEN MY EYES"

J.D.  Salinger's  Pretty  Mouth  and
Green  My  Eyes  is  one  of  the  most
compelling  short  stories  from  his
celebrated collection Nine Stories.  First
published in  The New Yorker  in  1951,
this  piece  exemplifies  Salinger's
masterful  ability  to  dissect  human
fragility,  deceit,  and  the  aching  gap
between how we present ourselves and
who we truly are. The title itself—a line
borrowed from a poem—sets a tone of
delicate beauty intertwined with sorrow,
and the story unfurls as a tense, late-
night  telephone  conversation  that
reveals  far  more  than  the  characters
intend.  For  readers  seeking  literary
fiction  that  probes  the  depths  of
emotional isolation, Pretty Mouth and
Green  My  Eyes  remains  a  timeless
study  of  regret,  performance,  and  the
masks we wear in intimate relationships.

PLOT OVERVIEW OF "PRETTY
MOUTH AND GREEN MY EYES"

The narrative unfolds in real time over a
single telephone call.  Arthur, a man in
his  early  thirties,  is  at  a  party  and
phones his wife, Joanie, who is at home.
Their  conversation  is  filled  with  Arthur's
anxious questions about where she has
been,  whom she is  with,  and whether
she still loves him. Meanwhile, we hear
the voice of another man—Lee, a friend
of  Arthur's—who  is  also  in  the  room,

listening  to  one  side  of  the  call  and
offering  snide  remarks.  As  the  dialogue
progresses,  it  becomes  clear  that
Arthur's suspicions and insecurities are
driving a wedge between him and Joanie,
while Lee's presence adds an unsettling
layer of complicity and voyeurism. The
story's genius lies in what is left unsaid:
the  true  nature  of  the  relationship
between  Lee  and  Joanie,  and  the
profound loneliness that each character
tries to mask with words.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: ARTHUR,
LEE, AND JOANIE

Arthur: The
Insecure
Husband
Arthur  is  the  most  ful ly  real ized
character in Pretty Mouth and Green
My Eyes. He appears vulnerable, almost
childlike in his need for reassurance. His
repeated  questions  to  Joanie—“Where
w e r e  y o u ? ”  “ W h o  w e r e  y o u
with?”—reveal  a  man  terrified  of  losing
control. Yet Arthur is also manipulative;
he uses guilt and emotional pressure to
extract  confessions  from  his  wife.
Salinger paints him not as a villain but as
a  tragic  figure  trapped  in  a  cycle  of
jealousy  and  self-pity.  His  dialogue  is
fragmented,  full  of  half-finished
sentences,  mirroring  his  inability  to
articulate his  pain.  The pretty mouth
referred to in the title could be Joanie's,

https://everybodystreet.com/


2

2 Pretty Mouth And Green My Eyes 2024-05-13

but it might also symbolize Arthur's own
yearning  for  what  is  beautiful  and
unattainable.

Lee: The
Detached
Observer
Lee  is  Arthur's  friend,  present  in  the
room  during  the  call.  He  offers  cynical
commentary, urging Arthur to hang up
and  stop  humiliating  himself.  Lee
appears  confident,  almost  cruel,  but  his
detachment hides a deeper complicity.
As  the  story  progresses,  we  begin  to
suspect  that  Lee may have been with
Joanie earlier that evening—a possibility
that transforms his role from bystander
to  potential  betrayer.  Lee's  eyes,
described as green in the title, suggest
envy and watchfulness. Salinger leaves
his  true  motives  ambiguous,  forcing
readers  to  question  who  is  being
deceived. The dynamic between Arthur
and Lee is  a  study in  male  friendship
poisoned by unspoken rivalry.

Joanie: The Voice
on the Other End
Joanie is only heard through Arthur's side
of the conversation, yet she emerges as
a  complex  character.  She  is  patient,
deflecting Arthur's accusations with calm
reassurances.  But  her  patience  feels
strained,  and  her  responses  are
measured—perhaps  because  she  is
hiding something.  Salinger never gives
her  a  direct  voice;  we  only  infer  her
words  through  Arthur's  reactions.  This
technique heightens the story's central

theme  of  miscommunication.  Joanie
becomes a mirror reflecting Arthur's own
fears. Whether she is truly unfaithful or
merely  exhausted  by  her  husband's
possessiveness is left unresolved, which
is precisely Salinger's point: the truth is
often  obscured  by  the  stories  we  tell
ourselves.

THE SYMBOLISM OF "PRETTY
MOUTH AND GREEN MY EYES"

The  title  itself  is  rich  with  symbolic
meaning.  The  phrase  comes  from  a
poem by the 16th-century English poet
Sir Philip Sidney: “My true love hath my
heart and I have his, / By just exchange
one to the other given: / I hold his dear,
and mine he cannot miss, / There never
was a better bargain driven: / My true
love hath my heart and I have his.” In
that poem, “pretty mouth” and “green
eyes”  are  conventional  images  of
beauty,  but Salinger subverts them. In
the  story,  pretty  mouth  suggests
seduction,  dishonesty—the  mouth  that
speaks false promises. Green my eyes
evokes  jealousy  (the  “green-eyed
monster”)  and  also  observation:  eyes
that watch, judge, and covet. Together,
the  title  encapsulates  the  story's  dual
obsessions: desire and suspicion. Every
character  possesses  a  “pretty  mouth”
that says one thing while their  “green
eyes” betray another.

MAJOR THEMES IN "PRETTY
MOUTH AND GREEN MY EYES"

Alienation and
Emotional
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Isolation
Salinger's  characters  are  profoundly
lonely. Arthur is surrounded by people at
a  party  yet  feels  utterly  disconnected.
Lee is physically present but emotionally
absent,  using  sarcasm  as  a  shield.
Joanie, alone at home, is subjected to a
painful  interrogation.  The  telephone
itself  becomes  a  metaphor  for  failed
communication: two people speaking but
not understanding each other. The story
captures  the  post-war  anxiety  of  the
1950s,  a  time  when  social  conformity
masked deep personal  emptiness.  This
theme of alienation resonates powerfully
today,  making  Pretty  Mouth  and
Green My Eyes a story that continues
to speak to modern readers.

Appearance vs.
Reality
Throughout  the  story,  characters
perform roles: the jealous husband, the
supportive friend, the innocent wife. But
these  performances  crack  under
pressure.  Arthur  tries  to  appear  in
control but reveals his desperation. Lee
pretends  to  be  detached  but  may  be
entangled. Joanie sounds calm but could
be dissembling. Salinger forces readers
to question every statement. The party
in  the  background—laughter,  clinking
glasses—is  a  facade  of  joviality  that
contrasts  with  the  raw tension  on  the
phone.  The story's  title  again  hints  at
this dichotomy: the pretty mouth speaks
lovely  things,  but  what  do  the  green
eyes see?

Jealousy and the
Male Gaze
Jealousy  is  the  engine  of  the  plot.
Arthur's possessiveness is depicted as a
sickness,  one  that  consumes  him  and
pushes Joanie away.  Salinger does not
excuse  Arthur's  behavior;  instead,  he
exposes  i t s  f u t i l i t y .  The  ma le
gaze—Arthur  watching  Joanie,  Lee
w a t c h i n g  A r t h u r — c r e a t e s  a
claustrophobic sense of surveillance. The
story  asks  whether  trust  can  survive
when one partner constantly polices the
other. The green eyes of the title are not
just  Lee's;  they  are  Arthur's  eyes,
burning  with  envy.

SALINGER'S SIGNATURE STYLE IN
"PRETTY MOUTH AND GREEN MY
EYES"

Salinger's  prose in  this  story  is  spare,
almost  minimalist,  yet  every  detail
matters.  He  uses  dialogue  as  the
primary  vehicle  for  characterization,
letting Arthur's rambling speech reveal
his mental state. The setting—a crowded
party—is  evoked through sound alone:
the hum of voices, the clink of ice. The
absence  of  visual  description  forces
readers  to  imagine  the  scene  through
what they hear. This technique mirrors
the telephone call  itself:  we only have
one side of the conversation, so we must
piece together the truth. Salinger's use
of repetition, interruption, and silence is
masterful. The story's brevity (just a few
thousand  words)  amplifies  its  impact;
every  line  is  freighted  with  meaning.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
LITERARY IMPACT

When  Pretty  Mouth  and  Green  My
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Eyes first appeared in The New Yorker, it
drew praise for its psychological depth.
Critics noted that Salinger had captured
the  existential  dread  of  modern
marriage. Later, as part of Nine Stories,
it  was  recognized  as  a  key  work  in
Salinger's oeuvre, sharing thematic DNA
with “A Perfect Day for Bananafish” and
“For Esmé—with Love and Squalor.” The
story has been analyzed by scholars for
its  use of  unreliability,  its  commentary
on  gender  ro les ,  and  i ts  poet ic
symbolism. It remains a staple of college
literature  courses  and  continues  to
inspire debate:  Is  Joanie guilty? Is  Lee
the villain? Or is Arthur the architect of
his  own  misery?  The  ambiguity  is
in ten t iona l ,  i nv i t i ng  mu l t ip le
interpretations.

WHY "PRETTY MOUTH AND
GREEN MY EYES" STILL MATTERS
TODAY

I n  a n  a g e  o f  c o n s t a n t  d i g i t a l
communication,  the story's  focus  on a
telephone conversation feels remarkably
contemporary.  We  still  hide  behind
screens, perform for partners, and fail to
say what we mean. The jealousy Arthur
feels  is  amplified  by  social  media
today—endless  surveil lance  of  a

partner's  online  activity.  Salinger's
insight into the human psyche remains
acute.  He  understood  that  the  most
devastating  betrayals  are  not  always
sexual; they can be emotional, rooted in
broken  trust.  The  pretty  mouth  that
whispers “I love you” can also speak lies,
and the green my eyes that gaze with
adoration can also watch with suspicion.
This duality is at the heart of the story,
making it as relevant now as it was in
1951.
CONCLUSION

Pretty Mouth and Green My Eyes is a
masterclass  in  literary  fiction:  a  brief,
intense, emotionally charged exploration
of love, jealousy, and the stories we tell
ourselves to survive. J.D. Salinger distills
complex human emotions into a single
phone call, leaving readers haunted by
what  is  left  unspoken.  Whether  you
encounter it in a classroom or on a quiet
evening at  home,  this  story  lingers.  It
reminds  us  that  the  most  beautiful
façades often hide the deepest fractures.
For anyone seeking a profound, concise,
and  beautifully  crafted  narrative,  this
short story stands as one of Salinger's
finest  achievements—a jewel  of  postwar
American literature that still gleams with
painful, unvarnished truth.


