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A Separate Place 
 

 What is a novel without a sense of place?  How characters present themselves, 

maneuver through conflict, and develop (or not) are all placed on the backdrop of setting.   

The first chapter of John Knowles’ A Separate Peace provides the reader with the 

essential elements of the setting: geographical location, time in history, and even 

weather.   

 The geographical location is the New Hampshire school of Devon, surrounded by 

“Republican”  trees  and “exhausted” houses.  There is a strong contrast with the school 

itself,  which is described as balanced and harmonious.   It is much like a walled town of 

old, fencing out the fear of the unknown, the possible chaos of nature, and the threat of 

the tree, that “irate, steely black steeple beside the river” (6).  But Devon is not a town of 

old; it is a school of the 1940’s.   Nineteen forty-two to be exact.  Knowles could not have 

picked a more dramatic date for this novel: World War II.  As the war rages on outside 

the closed comfort of the school and beyond the boundaries of the United States, it is still 

ever-present.  The war is mentioned again and again at the start of the novel, but always 

as an aside, never as the central focus.  It is merely an echo in the ears of the boys at play.  

And although the war rages on, the boys do play.  Knowles begins the novel with the 

adult Gene, struggling through the mud and wetness of a cold November autumn, but his 

flashback is introduced in the summer, in playtime.    It is summertime when the boys 

are allowed to break rules, summertime when the boys can make their own rules.  Not 

only is the contrast between the adult, morose Gene and the adolescent, buoyant Gene 

presented, but it is emphasized through the weather: chilled vs. balmy, wet vs. sunny.  

The essence of symbolism.    
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 Weather, time, location: they’re all there.  It is with subtly that Knowles mixes 

together these many elements of setting and thus paints for the reader the backdrop of 

his novel. 


