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EXPLORING THE DEPTHS OF
FAMILY AND IDENTITY IN
MICHAEL CUNNINGHAM’S FLESH
AND BLOOD

Michael  Cunningham  is  a  name
synonymous  with  literary  fiction  that
probes the delicate intricacies of human
relationships.  While  his  Pulitzer  Prize-
w inn ing  nove l  The  Hours  o f ten

dominates the conversation, his earlier
work,  Flesh  and  Blood ,  remains  a
towering  achievement  in  American
literature. Published in 1995, this novel
is  a  multi-generational  saga  that
examines  the  dark  undercurrents  and
fleeting  moments  of  grace  within  a
single  family.  For  readers  seeking  a
profound  understanding  of  Michael
Cunningham’s  Flesh  and  Blood,  the
novel  offers  a  masterclass  in  character
development,  thematic  depth,  and  the
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quiet  tragedy  of  unmet  expectations.
This  article  provides  a  comprehensive
exploration  of  the  novel’s  plot,  its
memorable characters, and its enduring
relevance.

The Core
Narrative: A
Century in One
Family
At  the  heart  of  Michael  Cunningham’s
Flesh and Blood  is  the Stassos family.
The  story  begins  in  1950s  New  York,
where we meet Constantine Stassos, a
Greek  immigrant  who  embodies  the

American  Dream’s  promises  and  its
inherent disappointments. Constantine is
proud,  stubborn,  and  deeply  flawed.  He
marries  Mary,  a  woman  of  Italian
descent, and together they raise three
children: Susan, Billy, and Zoe. The novel
spans  roughly  one  hundred  years,
following these characters  through the
latter half of the twentieth century and
into the early twenty-first.
What  sets  this  novel  apart  from other
family sagas is Cunningham’s refusal to
romanticize  family  life.  The  Stassos
family  is  not  a  nest  of  warmth  and
security;  instead, it  is  a crucible.  Each
member struggles with their own private
desires  and  demons.  Constantine’s
violence and emotional distance poison
the household, while Mary seeks solace
in religion and self-denial. The children
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react  to  their  upbringing  in  wildly
different  ways:  Susan  becomes  a
suburban mother who feels trapped by
her  own  conventional  choices,  Billy
grapples  with  his  homosexuality  in  a
world that  is  only beginning to accept
him, and Zoe flees the family entirely to
pursue  a  life  of  artistic  and  sexual
freedom in San Francisco.
The  narrative  unfolds  in  a  non-linear
fashion,  moving  fluidly  through  time.
This  technique  allows  Cunningham  to
show  the  long  echoes  of  childhood
trauma  and  the  way  that  love,  even
when it is imperfect, can leave its mark
across decades.

Character Study:
The Fragile
Bonds of the
Stassos Family
Michael Cunningham’s Flesh and Blood is
a  character-driven  novel,  and  each
figure  is  rendered  with  extraordinary
psychological depth. The characters feel
less like constructs and more like people
you might know—or dread to know.

Constantine Stassos: The
patriarch is a study in tragic
masculinity. He is a self-made man
who rises from poverty to wealth,



4

4 Michael Cunningham Flesh And Blood 2023-09-05

yet he remains emotionally
bankrupt. His love for his family is
real, but it is expressed through
control and anger. Cunningham
does not excuse Constantine’s
violence, but he allows us to see
the vulnerability beneath the
bravado, making him a deeply
human antagonist.
Mary Stassos: Mary is the silent
sufferer. She endures her
husband’s infidelities and rages
with a stoic persistence that is
both admirable and heartbreaking.
Her journey in the novel involves a
slow, painful awakening to her own
identity, separate from her roles as
wife and mother.
Billy Stassos: Billy is perhaps the
character readers connect with

most immediately. A sensitive and
intelligent boy who grows into a
man, his struggle with his
sexuality is central to his story.
Cunningham handles this with
profound empathy, showing Billy’s
search for love and acceptance in
a world that often denies him both.
His relationship with his father is
particularly fraught, as
Constantine represents the hyper-
masculine world that rejects
everything Billy is.
Susan Stassos: The eldest
daughter, Susan, chooses a life of
apparent normalcy. She marries,
has children, and lives in the
suburbs. However, Cunningham
peels back the veneer of her
perfect life to reveal a woman
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haunted by her past and unsure of
her own choices. Susan’s story is a
powerful examination of the cost
of conformity.
Zoe Stassos: The youngest, Zoe,
is the rebel. She runs away from
home and dives headfirst into the
counterculture of the 1960s and
70s. She experiments with drugs,
sex, and art. Yet, even in her
freedom, she is running from the
same ghosts that haunt her
siblings. Zoe’s trajectory is tragic,
but Cunningham avoids cliché,
presenting her as a complex
woman who makes her own
choices, even when they are
destructive.

Major Themes in
Flesh and Blood
The  thematic  richness  of  Michael
Cunningham’s Flesh and Blood is one of
the  reasons  it  remains  a  staple  of
contemporary  literary  fiction.  Several
recurring motifs give the novel its weight
and emotional resonance.

The Illusion of
the American
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Dream
Constantine  Stassos  achieves  the
tangible  markers  of  the  American
Dream: a house, a family, a successful
business.  Yet,  his  l i fe  is  hol low.
Cunningham suggests that the pursuit of
material  success,  when  divorced  from
emotional  intelligence and compassion,
leads  to  ruin.  Each  member  of  the
Stassos family,  in  their  own way,  is  a
casualty  of  this  dream.  The  fine  house
on Long Island becomes a prison, not a
haven.

Identity and

Transformation
The  characters  in  the  novel  are
constantly changing, often in ways that
surprise  themselves.  Billy’s  acceptance
of  his  homosexuality  is  a  process  of
rebirth.  Mary’s  eventual  divorce  is  a
radical  act  of  self-definition.  Zoe’s
gender-fluid  relationships  and  artistic
experimentation  challenge  fixed  notions
of who a person is. Cunningham seems
to argue that identity is not a fixed state
but a fluid, ongoing negotiation between
our past and our present desires.

Love and Its
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Failures
Every  character  in  Flesh  and  Blood  is
searching  for  love,  and  almost  every
character  fails  to  find  it  in  a  lasting,
satisfying  form.  Constantine  loves  his
children but cannot show it. Mary loves
her  husband  but  cannot  change  him.
Billy loves men who are afraid to love
him back. Cunningham does not present
a  cynical  view  of  love,  but  rather  a
realistic one. Love is messy, incomplete,
and often painful. Yet, it is the only force
that offers any redemption.

The Body and

Time
The title Flesh and Blood is deliberately
evocative. It points to the physicality of
human existence. Cunningham does not
shy away from descriptions of the body:
its  appetites,  its  decay,  its  pleasures,
and  its  pains.  The  novel  is  filled  with
scenes of illness, sex, aging, and death.
Time  is  the  ultimate  antagonist.  The
characters  are  trapped in  their  bodies
and  in  the  historical  moments  they
inhabit.  Cunningham’s prose makes us
feel the weight of time passing, the slow
erosion of beauty and strength.
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Cunningham’s
Prose Style:
Lyrical and

Precise
One of the most compelling reasons to
read  Michael  Cunningham’s  Flesh  and
Blood is the quality of the writing itself.
Cunningham’s prose is  often described
as  lyrical,  but  it  is  also  remarkably
precise.  He  has  a  gift  for  finding  the
exact  image or  metaphor to convey a
complex emotional state. A sentence can
s h i m m e r  w i t h  b e a u t y  w h i l e
simultaneously delivering a devastating

truth.
For  example,  his  description  of  a
character feeling trapped might not use
the  word  "trapped"  at  all.  Instead,  he
might describe the way light falls across
a room, or the specific texture of a piece
o f  f a b r i c ,  t o  c r e a t e  a  m o o d  o f
claustrophobia.  This  sensory  detail  is
what makes the novel so immersive. You
do  not  just  read  about  the  Stassos
family;  you  feel  their  boredom,  their
longing, and their despair.
Furthermore,  Cunningham’s  use  of
multiple perspectives allows the reader
to  see  events  from  every  angle.  An
argument  between  Constantine  and
Mary  is  filtered  through  the  eyes  of  a
child  one  moment,  and  through  the
memory of an adult decades later. This
technique  creates  a  rich,  layered
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understanding of  how family  history is
constructed and contested.

Flesh and Blood
in Context:
Cunningham’s
Oeuvre
Understanding  Flesh  and  Blood  also
means  placing  i t  within  Michael
Cunningham’s  larger  body  of  work.
Before this novel, Cunningham wrote A
Home at the End of the World  (1990),
which  also  dealt  with  unconventional
families and sexual identity. After Flesh
and Blood, he would go on to write The

Hours (1998), the novel that made him a
household name.
There  is  a  clear  thematic  through-line
connect ing  these  books .  A l l  o f
Cunningham’s  work  is  concerned  with
the  nature  of  time,  the  fragility  of
happiness,  and  the  ways  in  which  we
care for  one another.  Flesh and Blood
can be seen as the middle volume of an
informal  trilogy  about  American  family
life. It is darker and more sprawling than
A Home at the End of the World, and less
formally  experimental  than The Hours,
but it is no less ambitious. In some ways,
it is his most emotionally direct novel.
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Why Read Flesh
and Blood

Today?
Some might ask if a novel from 1995 still
has  relevance  in  our  current  moment.
The  answer  is  a  resounding  yes.  The
issues that Cunningham explores—toxic
masculinity,  the  struggles  of  the
LGBTQ+  community,  the  pressure  to
conform,  the  search  for  authentic
connection—are as urgent today as they
were thirty years ago.
In  an  era  of  fractured  families  and
polarized communities, Flesh and Blood
offers  a  reminder  of  the  fundamental

human need for belonging. It does not
provide easy answers or happy endings,
but  it  does  offer  the  solace  of
recognition. When we read about Billy’s
loneliness  or  Zoe’s  recklessness  or
Mary’s quiet courage, we see reflections
of our own lives and the lives of those
we love.
The novel also stands as a testament to
the  power  of  empathy.  Cunningham
does not judge his characters, even at
their  worst.  He asks  us  to  understand
them, to see the wounds that drive their
behavior. In doing so, he teaches us a
valuable  lesson  about  compassion.  To
engage  with  Michael  Cunningham’s
Flesh and Blood is to practice the art of
see ing  others  c lear ly ,  w i thout
sentimentality  but  with  profound
respect.
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Structural
Analysis: The
Architecture of a
Saga
The structure of Flesh and Blood is worth
examining  for  aspiring  writers  and
dedicated  readers  alike.  The  novel  is
divided  into  sections  named  after  the
seasons  or  significant  time  markers,
which gives the story a cyclical, organic
feel. Life, like the seasons, is a pattern of
birth, growth, decay, and death.

The Patriarch’s Shadow: The1.
opening sections belong largely to

Constantine. We see his arrival in
America, his marriage, and the
establishment of his rule. This
section establishes the central
conflict: the family’s struggle
against the father’s will.
The Children’s Revolt: As the2.
novel progresses, the focus shifts
to Susan, Billy, and Zoe. We see
their attempts to forge their own
lives, which are often direct
reactions against their father’s
values. This section is
characterized by movement,
rebellion, and the pain of
separation.
The Long Fallout: The later3.
sections of the novel deal with the
consequences of the choices made
in youth. Characters return home,
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confront their past, and attempt to
find peace. The aging of the
parents and the maturity of the
children create a bittersweet
atmosphere of acceptance.

This  three-part  movement  is  deeply
satisfying. It allows the reader to witness
the full cycle of a family’s life, from the
heat  of  conflict  to  the  stillness  of
resignation.

Critical
Reception and

Legacy
Upon its  release,  Flesh and Blood  was
widely praised by critics. It was a finalist
for  the  National  Book  Critics  Circle
Award,  cementing  Cunningham’s
reputation  as  a  major  literary  talent.
Reviewers  noted  the  novel’s  ambition,
its emotional intensity, and its beautiful
prose.  Some  crit ics  compared  it
favorably  to  the works  of  John Updike
and William Faulkner, albeit with a more
contemporary  sensibility  regarding
gender  and  sexuality.
The novel  has maintained a dedicated
readership over the decades. It is often
taught  in  univers i ty  courses  on
contemporary  American  literature  and
LGBTQ+ studies. While it may not have
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the  iconic  status  of  The  Hours,  many
readers consider Flesh and Blood to be
Cunningham’s most fully realized novel.
It has the scope of a nineteenth-century
novel but the psychological insight of a
modern one.

Conclusion: The

Enduring
Resonance of
Flesh and Blood
Michael Cunningham’s Flesh and Blood is
a profound meditation on what it means
to be a


