
StoryLines
America

A Radio/Library 
Partnership Exploring Our 

Regional Literature

StoryLines New England
Discussion Guide No. 7

by Bill Ott
StoryLines New England 

Literature Consultant;
Editor and Publisher, 

Booklist

Peyton Place
by Grace Metalious

“Peyton Place is about several pairs of mothers and daughters
and about wife-beating, rape, abortion, independence—the
“women’s issues” of the 1970s and ’80s. The perceptions in
Peyton Place are unusual for 1956: that wife-beating is not
inevitable; that rape is an act of violence, not sexual pleasure;
that abortion can mean saving a life—the mother’s. Women
who depend too heavily on men . . . lose out in Peyton Place.
The winners are independent women like Allison, who 
pursues her writing, putting an unhappy love affair behind her;
Connie, who acknowledges her sexuality—and keeps her
career; and Selena, who transcends desertion, rape, and 
murder and relies on herself—and her female friends.”

Toth wrote those words in the 1980s, and since then more
critics are finding in Peyton Place a novel that was ahead of 
its time in ways far beyond its explicit treatment of sex. Might
Peyton Place one day find an enduring home in academia,
taught in women’s literature classes as an important example of
early feminism in fiction? Bestsellerdom usually prompts a cold
shoulder from academics, but perhaps there is a statute of 
limitation on commercial success. Should Peyton Place—once
the top-selling novel in history, largely because it helped 
connect the middlebrow reader to the passion of the pulps—
somehow find eternal life among the highbrows, one of
publishing’s most fascinating stories will have the socko 
ending it deserves.

About the author
Marie Grace DeRepentigny (Metalious was her married 
name) was born on September 24, 1924, in Manchester, New
Hampshire. She grew up in a working-class French Canadian
family, although her father, a printer, left the home when Grace
was 11. Grace’s mother, who imagined herself superior to her
neighbors, was the dominant influence in Grace’s life, both as a
figure to rebel against and as the source of a lifelong desire 
to escape the poverty and narrowness of small-town values.
Grace married George Metalious when she was 17 and quickly
had four children with him. Although they were eventually
divorced, he remained a part of her life until her death in 1964
from cirrhosis of the liver.  Celebrity was not kind to Metalious.
Portrayed as “Pandora in blue jeans,” she alternately embraced
life in the fast lane and sought escape from it. Her alcoholism 
began only after Peyton Place was published and represented
yet another gesture of frustration in a life dominated by 
unfulfilled longing. In a much-quoted comment, Metalious once 

said, “A woman has recently written a book called 
All I Want Is Everything. I haven’t read it but I think it is one
hell of a title. All I want is everything, and I want it all the 
time.” She never found it.

Discussion questions
1. Its melodrama and sexuality aside, Peyton Place fits squarely
in the long tradition of realistic working-class fiction. Some
reviewers have argued that Metalious portrays Serena’s 
abuse by her stepfather as the fault not merely of one drunken
woodsman but also of the entire society of Peyton Place.
Discuss this proposition with examples from the novel.

2. Peyton Place is, above all, a novel about women—their
desires, their frustrations, and their attempts to achieve some
degree of selfhood in a society that constricts them. But what
about the men in the novel? Many of the male characters 
constrain women either violently (Lucas) or through the 
exercise of social power (Leslie Harrington). A few show some
degree of sympathy for those less fortunate than themselves
(Tom Mackris, Doc Swain, Seth Bushnell). Discuss Metalious’
portrayal of these “good men.” Does she find them ineffectual,
or in some cases, even irrelevant? Or does she, finally, undercut
the strong women of her novel by surrendering to the belief 
that a woman needs a good man to get what she wants? 
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Peyton Place
by Grace Metalious

It has been nearly 50 years since Grace Metalious’ Peyton Place
was published in 1956, and the novel, while still in print, is little
read today. Yet the title, like Catch-22, remains immediately 
recognizable to anyone with even the flimsiest hold on American
pop culture. The words Peyton Place mean two things in today’s
iconic shorthand: first, they stand for the hypocrisies of a typical
American small town in the 1950s, and, second, they evoke 
the whole world of trashy books and films. It is no surprise 
that in 1998, during the House Judiciary Committee’s hearings 
concerning the impeachment of President Clinton, a U.S.
Representative asked on the floor of the House, “Is this
Watergate or Peyton Place?”

To read Peyton Place in 2004 and to reflect on its 
publishing history is to recognize that our inherited assumptions
about the novel are both incomplete and largely inaccurate. 
It is a shock, for example, to realize that the story is set not in the
1950s or early ’60s—as were the movie and television series it
spawned—but rather in the late 1930s and 1940s. The rebellious
teens in Peyton Place don’t listen to Elvis Presley but to Glenn
Miller. There is no doubt, on the other hand, that the novel was 
considered trashy by both its early readers and its censors.
(“This library does not carry Peyton Place. If you want it, go to
Salem,” read a sign on the front lawn of the public library in
Beverly Farms, Massachusetts.)

Peyton Place may not have been the first guilty pleasure 
in pop lit, but at least for a while, it was the guiltiest and the most
pleasurable. Yet, when read today, it seems far too tame to be
trashy—more akin, in fact, to the social commentary of Sinclair
Lewis than to the bodice ripping of Nora Roberts. So if Peyton
Place the novel has nothing to do with the 1950s and only qualifies
as trashy in the most straitlaced of surroundings, what was all the
fuss about, and why do we care almost 50 years after the fact?

As with most cultural phenomena, timing was crucial to the
success of Peyton Place. When the novel was published in 1956,
the Hays Office—supporting marriage, family, and morality—
still controlled Hollywood, and James Joyce’s Ulysses,

D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterly’s Lover, and Henry Miller’s
Tropic of Cancer were still being banned somewhere in the U.S.
Best-seller lists tended to be dominated by such middlebrow
melodramas as The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit. On the other
hand, as Ardis Cameron points out in “Open Secrets: Rereading
Peyton Place,” the introduction to Northeastern University
Press’ 1999 reprint of the novel, the audience gap between the
hardcover best-seller, province of the middle class, and the
paperback pulps, reading matter for the working class, was 
narrowing in the mid-1950s. Such hardcover novels as Naked
Came the Stranger, Mandingo, and Kings Row (the last, a 
major influence on Metalious) were being read surreptitiously
by more and more respectable housewives. Middle-class 
fiction readers were gradually becoming more daring, but it
took Peyton Place to bring them out of the closet altogether.

But why Peyton Place? Why did this particular first novel
by an unknown, unpublished, and largely self-educated 
housewife from New Hampshire change the nature of fiction
publishing in this country? Yes, it was content—sex, rape, 
abortion, and domestic abuse, all in the white-picket fence
world of small-town New England—but behind every block-
buster there is always a very good publicist. Kitty Messner, the
president of Julian Messner, the small New York firm that 
published Peyton Place, sensed that Metalious’ novel could be
a “big book,” and she hired a show-business publicist, Bud
Brandt, to see if a book could be sold like a TV show. By carefully
spreading the idea that Metalious’ novel was about to blow the
lid off the small New Hampshire town, Gilmanton, where the
author lived (in fact, the book was three-fourths written before
Metalious moved to the town), Brandt started his PR snowball
rolling downhill. Then came the avalanche. Metalious’ school-
principal husband, George, was fired shortly before Peyton
Place was published. Did the growing furor over the book lead
to his dismissal? Maybe, according to Emily Toth in Inside
Peyton Place, but by the time Brandt finished planting the story,
there were no maybes about it. Peyton Place was fourth 
on the best-seller lists one week before it was published. 
Yes, books could be sold like TV shows.

As fascinating as the history of Peyton Place as a 
publishing and pop cultural phenomenon can be, it tells us 
little about the novel itself. Is salacious subject matter—
and salacious only for its time, at that—the whole story?
Not at all. Peyton Place is very much a New England novel. 
Its power to shock comes not just from its content, but from
the juxtaposition of that content against its very specific 
and well-realized setting. 

Metalious carefully sets her vision of Peyton Place
against our Hallmark ideals of New England. She begins 
with Indian summer, postcard beauty at its most sublime, 
some might say, but Metalious goes a different way: 
“Indian summer is like a woman. Ripe, hotly passionate, but
fickle, she comes and goes as she pleases so that one is never
sure whether she will come at all, nor for how long she
will stay.” That is not the Indian summer of postcards, nor, for
that matter, is it the woman of most novels published 
in 1956.

Before Peyton Place, the novels most likely to be found
hidden in housewives’ underwear drawers were probably
Tobacco Road and God’s Little Acre, both by Erskine 
Caldwell. Caldwell was every bit as frank as Metalious in his
handling of sex, but his novels were set in the poor South,
where so-called depraved behavior was expected. Newspaper
columnist Hal Boyle described Peyton Place as bringing
Tobacco Road up north and giving it a Yankee accent. 
A newspaper hack’s catchphrase, perhaps, but also a fair 
summary of how Metalious uses New England stereotypes to
heighten her social criticism and drive home her messages
about small-town hypocrisy. Writers as various as 
Carolyn Chute, Annie Proulx, and Stephen King have also
sought to expose the underside of small-town life by 
contrasting our idealistic assumptions about New England 
villages with some very different realities.

If Peyton Place is still read after another 50 years, 
though, it won’t be because it turned the tables on our 
sense of life in a New England village, and it won’t be
because a generation of young readers thrilled to the phrase 
“her nipples were hard as diamonds.” It won’t even be
because the book redefined what a blockbuster was in
American publishing and what it might one day become 
(another link between Metalious and Stephen King). No, if
future generations continue to read Peyton Place, it will be
because of its stature as a precursor of the feminist movement,
a kind of novelistic version of Betty Friedan’s Feminine
Mystique. Metalious, who died of cirrhosis of the liver in 1964,
on the eve of the women’s movement, would never have 
recognized herself as a feminist, but her female characters
prepare the way for Isadora Wing (from Erica Jong’s Fear 
of Flying) and all the other sexually assertive, independent
women who would appear in the fiction of the 1970s and
beyond. Here is Emily Toth, Metalious’ biographer, on the
women of Peyton Place:


