o The Luncheon

Below is a detailed explanation of "The Luncheon" by W.
Somerset Maugham, covering the author’s background, a
summary of the story, its themes, and important lines from
the text, tailored for examination purposes. The explanation is
presented in clear English to aid understanding and

preparation.

About the Writer: W. Somerset Maugham

1. Biography:

- Full Name: William Somerset Maugham (1874-1965).

- Background: Born in Paris, France, to British parents,
Maugham was orphaned at age 10 and raised by an
uncle in England. He trained as a doctor but pursued
writing as a career.

. Literary Career: Maugham is one of the most
prominent English writers of the 20th century, known
for his novels, short stories, plays, and essays. His
works often explore human nature, social class, and

moral dilemmas with a sharp, observant style.
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- Notable Works:

. Novels: Of Human Bondage (1915), The Moon and
Sixpence (1919), The Razor’s Edge (1944).

. Short Stories: Rain, The Outstation, The Luncheon.

. Plays: The Circle, Our Betters.

- Style: Maugham’s writing is characterized by clear,
concise prose, irony, and a keen understanding of
human behavior. He often used autobiographical
elements and drew from his travels and experiences,
including his time in colonial settings and as a spy
during World War 1.

- Connection to The Luncheon: The story reflects
Maugham’s wit and social commentary, drawing on
his observations of human greed and social pretense,
likely inspired by his experiences in cosmopolitan

settings.
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2. Historical Context:

- Maugham wrote during a period of significant social
change, including the decline of the British Empire
and shifting class dynamics.

- The Luncheon, published in 1924, is set in early 20th-
century Paris, a hub of art and culture, and reflects
the social interactions and economic constraints of

the time.

Summary of "The Luncheon"

1. Setting:

. The story is set in Paris, France, in the early 20th
century, narrated in the first person by a young
writer (likely based on Maugham himself).

. It takes place primarily at a luxurious restaurant,
Foyot’s, known for its expensive menu and high-class

clientele.
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2. Plot:

- Introduction: The narrator, a struggling young writer
living modestly in Paris, meets a woman (referred to
as “she” in the story) who is an admirer of his work.
She writes to him, expressing interest in meeting for
lunch to discuss his writing.

- The Invitation: Flattered but financially strained, the
narrator agrees to meet her at Foyot’s, an upscale
restaurant beyond his means, assuming she will be
mindful of his limited budget.

- The Luncheon: At the restaurant, the woman insists
she eats lightly, saying, “I never eat anything for
luncheon.” However, she proceeds to order a series of
expensive dishes, including salmon, caviar,
champagne, asparagus, and dessert (peach and ice
cream), while the narrator, anxious about the bill,
orders only the cheapest item, mutton chops.

- The Narrator’s Anxiety: As the woman orders lavish
items, the narrator grows increasingly worried about

the cost, calculating how the meal will ruin his
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monthly budget. He fears he might not have enough
money to pay the bill.

- The Twist: Despite her claims of eating lightly, the
woman indulges extravagantly, showing no concern
for the narrator’s financial situation. After the meal,
she casually advises him not to eat too heavily,
adding to the irony.

- Resolution: The narrator survives the ordeal but is
left financially strained. Years later, he meets the
woman again and notes with satisfaction that she has
become very overweight, weighing 21 stone (294
pounds), which he sees as a form of poetic justice for
her greed.

3. Themes:

- Social Pretense and Hypocrisy: The woman’s claim of
eating lightly contrasts with her lavish orders,
revealing her insincere and manipulative nature.

- Class and Economic Disparity: The narrator’s financial
struggles highlight the divide between his modest

means and the woman’s carefree extravagance.
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- Irony and Humor: Maugham uses irony to expose the
woman’s greed and the narrator’s predicament, with
the ending providing a humorous twist.

- Human Nature: The story explores selfishness,
manipulation, and the social pressures that force
people to act against their interests.

4, Tone and Style:

- The tone is light, humorous, and ironic, with
Maugham’s signature clear and concise prose.

- The first-person narrative creates intimacy, allowing
readers to feel the narrator’s anxiety and frustration.

- The story is a satirical commentary on social
interactions, particularly the superficiality of the

upper class.

Important Lines from "The Luncheon"

Below are key quotes from the story, with explanations of
their significance, sourced from the commonly referenced text

of The Luncheon by W. Somerset Maugham:
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1. “I never eat anything for luncheon.”

. Context: Early in the meal, the woman claims she eats
very little, setting the expectation that the lunch will
be modest.

- Significance: This line is central to the story’s irony,
as her subsequent orders of expensive dishes (caviar,
salmon, asparagus, etc.) directly contradict her
statement. It highlights her hypocrisy and lack of
consideration for the narrator’s financial situation.

2.“1 was too poor to afford anything but mutton chops.”

- Context: The narrator reflects on his limited budget,
explaining why he chooses the cheapest item on the
menu.

- Significance: This underscores the economic disparity
between the narrator and the woman, emphasizing
his vulnerability and the social pressure to maintain

appearances despite his poverty.
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3.“My heart sank.”

. Context: The narrator’s reaction as the woman orders

one expensive dish after another, realizing the bill

will exceed his means.

. Significance: This short, vivid phrase captures the

narrator’s growing anxiety and foreshadows the

financial strain the lunch will cause. It also engages

the reader’s empathy for his predicament.
4.“1 wondered what the bill would come to.”

. Context: As the meal progresses, the narrator

mentally calculates the mounting cost, consumed by

WOTTY.

- Significance: This line reflects the story’s tension, as

the narrator’s financial concerns contrast with the

woman'’s carefree indulgence. It builds suspense about

whether he can pay the bill.
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5.“I never eat more than one thing.”

. Context: The woman repeats this claim while ordering
multiple courses, further contradicting herself.

. Significance: This repetition amplifies the irony and
humor, exposing her insincerity and gluttony while
mocking her pretense of restraint.

6. “You mustn’t eat so much at luncheon. It’s not good for
you.”

- Context: At the end of the meal, the woman advises
the narrator not to eat heavily, oblivious to the fact
that she ordered the lavish meal while he ate
sparingly.

. Significance: This line is the peak of the story’s irony,
as the woman’s advice ignores her own excessive
consumption. It highlights her lack of self-awareness

and adds humor to the narrator’s frustration.

7. “Today she weighs twenty-one stone.”
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. Context: In the story’s closing, the narrator reveals

that years later, the woman has become extremely

overweight, which he sees as a fitting consequence.

- Significance: This line provides a humorous twist and

a sense of poetic justice, suggesting that the woman’s

greed has led to her physical excess. It also gives the

narrator a sense of vindication.

Key Points for Examination

1. About the Author:

- W. Somerset Maugham: A prolific 20th-century British

writer known for his novels (Of Human Bondage),

short stories (7he Luncheon), and plays.
- Style: Clear, ironic prose with a focus on human
behavior and social commentary.

- Relevance to the Story: The Luncheon reflects

Maugham’s wit and his experiences in cosmopolitan

settings, critiquing social pretense and class dynamics.
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2. Historical Context:
- Set in early 20th-century Paris, a cultural hub, during
a time of social and economic disparity.
- Reflects the decline of traditional class structures and
the pressures of maintaining social appearances.
3.Main Themes:
- Social Pretense and Hypocrisy: The woman’s false
claim of eating lightly masks her greed.
- Economic Disparity: The narrator’s poverty contrasts
with the woman’s extravagance.
- Irony and Humor: The story uses irony to expose
human flaws and provide a humorous resolution.
- Human Nature: Explores selfishness, manipulation,
and social pressures.
4, Literary Techniques:
- Irony: The woman’s claims of restraint contrast with
her actions.
- First-Person Narrative: Creates intimacy and

highlights the narrator’s anxiety.
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- Humor: The exaggerated contrast between the
woman’s words and actions, plus the ending, adds a
comedic tone,

- Vivid Imagery: Descriptions of the lavish meal (e.g.,
caviar, asparagus) contrast with the narrator’s modest
mutton chops.

. Satire: Critiques the superficiality of the upper class
and social expectations.

5. Examination Tips:
- Key Details:

. Publication: 1924,

. Setting: Foyot’s restaurant, Paris.

. Narrator: A young, struggling writer.

. Main Character: An unnamed woman who
manipulates the narrator.

. Plot: A costly lunch that strains the narrator’s
finances, with a humorous twist at the end.

- Essay Questions:

. How does Maugham use irony to develop the

theme of social pretense in The Luncheomn?
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. Discuss the role of economic disparity in shaping
the narrator’s experience.

. How does The Luncheon reflect Maugham’s style
and social commentary?

. Compare The Luncheon with other works like
Orwell’s Shooting an Elephant (social pressure) or
Tagore’s letter (moral stand).

- Connections:

. Compare with Orwell’s Shooting an Elephant for
themes of social pressure and personal
compromise.

. Link to Tagore’s letter to Lord Chelmsford for
critiques of social or moral hypocrisy.

. Relate to King’s 7 Have a Dream for contrasting
tones (Maugham’s humor vs. King’s inspiration).

- Analysis:

. Focus on the use of irony, humor, and the

narrator’s internal conflict.

. Discuss how the ending provides poetic justice.
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. Highlight Maugham’s satirical take on human
behavior and class dynamics.
6. Memorization:
- Memorize key quotes (listed above) for essay
responses or to illustrate irony and themes.
- Understand the significance of Foyot’s as a symbol of

luxury and the narrator’s financial strain.

Connections to Other Works

. Gettysburg Address (Lincoln): While Lincoln’s speech is
serious and unifying, The Luncheon uses humor to
critique social behavior, but both address societal flaws.

. Tagore’s Letter to Lord Chelmsford: Tagore’s moral protest
against colonial oppression contrasts with Maugham’s
lighter satire of personal greed, but both critique
hypocrisy.

. Orwell’s Shooting an Elephant. Both stories explore the

pressure to conform to social expectations, with Orwell
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focusing on colonial power and Maugham on personal
interactions.

. King’s I Have a Dream:. King’s speech is inspirational and
focused on justice, while Maugham’s story is satirical, but

both reveal societal inequalities.

Additional Notes

. Autobiographical Element: The narrator’s perspective
likely reflects Maugham’s own experiences as a young
writer in Paris, navigating social expectations.

. Contemporary Reception: The Luncheon was well-received
for its wit and is one of Maugham’s most popular short
stories, often anthologized for its accessibility.

. Fun Fact: The story’s humor and brevity make it a

favorite for teaching irony and satire in literature classes.

If you need a Bangla translation of this explanation, specific
analysis of quotes, practice exam questions, or further

comparisons with the Gettysburg Address, Tagore’s letter,
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