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One of the most difficult tasks confronting a graduate student
is sclecting a topic for a thesis. For those of us in the English
graduate vrogram, there are many subjects to choose, but numerous
subiects have been overworked, For myself, I wanted a chance to
show some orifinality in a thesis. 1 went to Dr, W.D,Taylor about
a year ago and told him that I wanted to choose an author that was
Mmerican and preferably still living, He suggested that I look into
the works of John Updike,

I had read a few of Updike'!s works prior to this and had been
impressed with his capability to capture the same things that I saw
in 1ifa, On further examination I discovered that Updike is thre:
years older than I and that both of us had lived in close prox-
imity in Pennsylvania., This brought me further enjoyment from his
works and I was transposed back to the happy days of childhood agzain.

Maybe it's because both of us are in the over thirty crowd that
I agres with wnat he has to say. Some peovle have told me that tiey
think ﬂndike is pointless and has nothing to say. But as will be
seen in this paper Updike has a message for everyone,especially
tinose of today'!s world, He is the best of the modern writers in
America today.

My purvose in this paper is to show that the protagonists of
Updike can be categorized into groups and that these protagonists

are as real for me as they are for Updike. It is because of these



vrotagonists that the worl

to come.

~

s ol Updike will live ror many years
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The Protagonists o:. John Updike
Chanter I
Categories

In stuaying the protagenists of Updike's novels and shcrt stories,
cne Jinds some diiferences and many similarities in their spiritual niake-
np and personalities. "The purposc oi this thesis is to show that these
can be broken down into three groups: (1) Initiates, (2) Seekers, anc
(3) Teachers. This grouving is entirely my own and has not been used
in any primary or sccdndary source that I have used. The basic sinmi-
larity o. thc three groups is that all seem to be on a search Jor some
kind ot belie:. This;is usually, but not always a search -or a spirit-
ual vaith in the Christian sense. As we shall see in The Centaur,
George Caldwell is searching 'or a peace with death. Henry 3ech n
Beceh: A Book, is seérching Cor the inspiration to write a great booz
so tLat he will not be eternally Fforgotten.

Many of the early protagonists, especially in the short stcries,
are auvtobiographical for adolescence is Updike's iavorite tiae o7 iife
to be treated in an autobiographical way. As Joln Gilman tells us, "Uz-
dige is his own chlei character, or rvather his sensibility is its own
cniefd vvjeet, spreading itsel. among a hali-dozen voices and physiog-

nomies... " This is not to say that the autobiographical trend stops

1. Richard Gilman, "Fiction: John Updike," The Con.usion ol Real.s
(New York, 1-6Y), p. 62.
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with tie adolescent protagonists. We can see many examples ol auto-
biographical material in almost all of the stories and novels. How-
ever, cecause he treats ordinary people doing everyday things and al-
so avoids issuing injunctions or underlining his ideas, Updike is si-
multaneously palpable and elusive.

The initiates are the younger group o. protagonists. The main
characteristics o1 this group are youth, innocence, and dependence
vpon the mother-nest. Among these are David Kern ("Pigeon Feathers"),
Allen Dow ("Flight"), Peter Caldwell (ggg Centaur), William Young
("Muscums and Women' ). There are other initiates, but these iour
protagonists are repregsentative o. the group. Peter Caldwell is list-
ed under both the initlates and the seekers, but will not be discussed
untii later with nwis ather in the teacher's section.

wWwhen we Jirst meet David Kern, he is .ourteen years old. Like uis
rellow Updike adolescents, he is trying to break away :rom the nmother-
nest. It is a2 luss of Innocence. The controlling lactor in the initi-
ates' lives has been their mother. There is a stronger than normal son
to mother relationship. Just as Linda Hoyer Updike was the dominating
Sirure in tue Usdike household, so the nothers of the initiates are tune
dominating iigures in their lives. Thelir lives have been extremely
si eltered and they nave not oroken away rrom the mother-nest. But they
are trying to "fly" even though they do not always succeed in tle story.
I they are success ul in the ruture, they will join the seekers in
their search. If they are unsuccessiul, as William Young is, they will

remain in the initiates.
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In the second group, Updike shows a continual search by tne prota-
ponists Jor sometuning o. spiritual value. Tie seekers are darry "Raboit”

Angstrom (Rabbit, Run), Peler Caldwell (The Centaur), Joey Robinson (Of

The Farm), and Fiet Hanema (Cougles). But even in these there s a re-

Jerral back to the first natural unit in their search: the family. In
describing the loneliness of the seckers, Updike makes a clear distincticn
belween the inevitable separateness o. each individual who must “"do his
oun tiiing" and the complexities ol modern life. The seekers are the chil-
dren oi Man, and in their early childhood experiences witnin the family,
they have their chance {o discover interdependence on the basis of trust
within this small circle. A loving home lays tie foundation for that
sense ... place, allowing the individual to relate himseli to friends, to
neighborg, 4o ellow citizens, z2nd to the universe itseli. 1In other
words, the secekers are like the initiates in some ways, but the; have bro-
ken tie bends of the mother-nest and have lost their innocence. DBut this
would not hLave vbeen possible without the foundation of the family and home
enjored by the initiates.

i1 is in tbhe seekers tnat we see "there are times when Updike's women
are more sophisticated than their menfollk, but thelir strength lies in tieir
intuitive grasp of reality and in their keeping near to nature.”2 Joey
Rovinson's mother is a good example of this tyne of strong womanhood who
zept near nature. She as stayed on the Tarm while Joey has tried in the
outside world te escape the nest as represented by the farm and his mother.

As in Of The Farm, the dominating figure in the Updike family was

2 Alice and Kenneth Hamilton, "John Updike," Contemporary Writers in

(Le

Curistian Perspective (Grand Rapids, 1967), p. 26.




the mother. John Updike was born in Shillington, Pennsylvania on March
18, 1932. He was the only child of Wesley R. Updike and Linda Hoyer
Updike. Just like George Caldwell in The Centaur, Wésléy Updike was
forced by the depression to seek employment in Shiliington, Pennsylvania
as a schoolteacher. The family lived for a while in Shillington, bﬁt
later as in the case of Cassie Caldwell, the family movéd to the country
to the birthplace of the mothexr. The more aophistica:ed woman of Uﬁdike
has returned to nature. Wesley bitterly disliked farminéyadd had to
travel some distance to school each day, just as Geofge,Caldwell did.

It was Linda Updike who decided that John Updike should go to Harvard
because more poets were alumni of this institution thean any other
college or university. She had dreams of Joha becoming.a poet, even
though John was more attracted to art st the time. Updike went to
England to study art after graduation from Harvard as we see in the
short story, "A Dying Cat." Updike returned to the United States and
moved to a small town in New England, Ipswich, Massachﬁﬁetts, much like
Piet Hanema in Qouples lived in Tarbox. Updike took a trip for thek
State Department behind the Iron Curtain in 1964 after he had writtén

three books just like Henry Bech in Bech: A Book. Updike was elected

to the Academy of Arts and Sciences just as Bech was. Even though the
precise details of Updike's life are vague and sketchy, it can be clear-
ly shown that his protagonists are moulded in his likeness.

In the quest of the seckers, the pattern of complementary differen-
ces that marks the family (masculinity and feminity, maturity and the

dependence, sexual passion and social affection) relates the seeker to



the total pattern of the universe. It is suggested by Updike in his
writings that the idea of progress is boring. This progress suégests
that we are free to scrap the past and buiid according to our fancy.

It must be pointed out here that once we break with the past, we have
destroyed the texture of nature's balanced pattern. ' There is nowhere
for the protagonist to go except into blankness. There are skies with-
out stars or birds, while on the earth the generations beéome confused
and man is reduced to a blurred image, $mmobilized and fearfully alone.
When faced with the blankness and lack of values ofiphe mddérn world,
the seeker can do three things that Mr. Galloway~has described for his

absurd heros

(1) He can seek an escape through sensualism; (2) he can
attempt to find reconciliation with his fellows through
some form of humanism; or (3) he can break from all con-
ventional ethics and systems and actively pursue new ones.
It is the last category to which the absurd hero must be
limited; and sincehis search is a search for values his
struggle is primarily religious. Any consideration of:a
religious system without God (or with only an irrelevant
God) involves paradoxical inversions of values. Rabbit
{iarry Angstrom, Rabbit, Run) does demand confirmation of
a voice which cells to man snd asks him.to make life
meaningful. Heroes like Rebbit reject formal Christi-
anity because it is not religious enough. What they seek
is not the consoling reinforcement of dogma or ritual but
some transcendent inner vision of truth that will make
life meaningful. Despite its secular origins there is
something holy in such austere dedication to truth. |
Rabbit remains true to a standard of good by which he at-
tempts to live, and the intensity of his loyalty to this
standard can only be described as '"religious.” Every-
thing in this world is in flux, but his intention'is, in
the presumed absence of God, to impose order and- value on

that flux.3

3.  David G. Galloway, The Absurd Hero in American Fiction (Austin,v
1970, pe 3T




Although Mr. Galloway has written this about Rabbit, it applies to all
the seekers. |

Sex and religion play an important part in the lives of the pro-
tagonists as they do in everyday life. As sex demands that we engége
at one level with the ultiﬁates of love and death, 8o teligion poses
the question of how these ultimates are to be understood at every mo-
ment of our existence, Updike's protagonists €§He initiéte has the
nervousness about sex while the seekers seek refuge in if) have_a |
nervousness about sex, a guilty preoccupation with the perverse; that
leads to an unintentionally ludicrous scene in gggg;g;’ggg, and . in
The Centaur leads to some absurd meditations by Peter on the esthetic
beauty of postures on obscene playing cards. |

In the third group, the teachers, we have George éaldwe#l (The

Centaur), Henry Bech (Bech: A Book), and John F. Hook (The Poorhcuse

Fair). Caldwell i{s not just a teacher in the classroom, but teaches
his son what love really means. Bech assumes the role of te#cher
throughout the book as will be seen in later discussioﬁ; Hook,ié the
pinnacle of the teachers. Caldwell and Bech both have “hang-ups,"
while Hook's only respongibility is to teach. Updikg éées the universe

in existentialist terms. It has no essence; it simply exista; it is

all strange. In his first novel, The Poorhouse Fair, ;he belief in God
is shown to be a spiritual necessity stronger thaﬁ‘the humanitarian?
{llusions of the welfare state. But in The Centaur;ncoa becomes in-
creasingly vestigal, a ceremonial idol to be 1ﬁvoked‘aga1nstlﬁhe void.

Although the novel's protagonist George Caldwell clings' to a belief:in



this vestigal God, his son does not, and both are aware of the perma-
nent estrangement of heaven and earth, with man trappéd between tﬁem.
The meaning given to heaven and earth is entireiy formed by man, ahd
the feeling that this meaning is transitory gives Updike's work its
most moving quality. The protagonists of Updike are caught between
this heaven and earth and they feel a tragic sense of loss at the :

erosion of human meaning by time and cosmic indifference.



A. The Initiates

As has been said before, no matter what Updike calls his pro- -
tagonist, the character is essentially John Updike. David Kern is‘
the most characteristic of this group. When Qe first meet David he
is a boy of fourteen in the story '"Pigeon Feathers." It is interes-
ting to note at this point that the name David was givén to Updike's

first son. Also David Copperfield is the best known of autobiograph-

ical novels. It is most fitting for Updike to use the ‘name of David
in this most personal of all the Olinger stories. (Dlinger is the
name that Updike gives to his real birthplace, Shillington.} Let us
delve further into the name, David Kern. 'The biblical Ring David

is described as a man whose heart was wholly true to his God, the
name David (the Hebrew means beloved) is a suiﬁableroné for a story
describing a crisis in faith issuing in a renewed beliefiin the eve;-
lasting love of God. Kern literally means in CGerman, 'kernei' (and
therefore metaphorically 'heart of the matter'). And in auggesting
kernel, the pame also echoes St. Paul's words about resurrection and
death, about what is sown in the earth not coming to life unless 1::
dies (I Cor. 15: 36-38). St. Paul says that a 'ﬁare Rérnel'iis put:
in the ground and then God gives it a new body."a

Like the other protagonists, David Kern, as we see in this story

and shall see in later stories, claims the existence of a Divine Be-

4. Alice and Kenneth Hamilton, The Elementa‘QQ John Updike (Grand
Rapids, 1970), p. 93.




ing, bur.f his faith a"iid" ‘t;.he fafth of the other protagonists of Updike
is intermittent, subjgctive, and often capricious and the object of
their belief is, in any evént, rarely equatable with traditional
Western concepts of divinity. As a group, Christians in Updike
emerge as ‘'a minorit%{flock furtively gathered within the hostile
enbrmity\qf a dying,"sobbingempire."5

Reading iﬁ H. G. Well's The Outline of History throws David in-

to doubts about the divinity of Christ.

He (Jesus) had been an obscure political agitator, a king
of a hobo, in & minor colony of the Roman Empire. By an
accident impossible to reconstruct, he (the small h herri-
fied David) survived his own crucifixion and presumably
died a few weeks later. A religion was founded on the
freakish incident.  The credulous imagination of the

times retrospectively agssigned miracles and supermatural
pretensions to Jesus; ‘a8 myth grew, and then a church...

It was as if a stone that for weeks and even years had
been gathering weight in the web of David's nerves snapped
them and plunged through the page and a hundred lay-
ers of paper underneath. These fantastic falsehoods -
plainly untrue; churches stood everywhere, the entire na-
tion was founded "iinder God" - did not at first frighten
him: it was the fact that they had not been permitted

to exist in an actual human brain. (2F, pp. 85 86)

Dav;d also has doubts about prayer. He is able to think of sev-
eral inséa@qes when ﬁe thinks prayers have been answered. One in-
stance w;sfwhen he had prayéa that two war effort posters he had sent
avay for would arrive the-following day. They didn't, but they did

arrive several days later. David receives a rebuke from the mail box

5. Galloway, p. 38.

\\e]
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slot just as if it had come from God's mouth, "I answer your prayers
in My way, in My time." (PF, p. 86).

David continues in his search for a true faith by asking the
Lutheran minister Rev. Dobson, "About the Resurrection of the body -
are we conscious between the time when we die and the Day of Jndgment M
(PF, p. 94%) The minister in his snowball" vay of handling qpestions
is angered that David will not accept his answer,«,

"No, I suppose not,"... " :
"Well, where is our soul, then, in this gap?" (David asks)

"David, you might think of Heaven this way; as the way the
goodness Abraham Lincoln did lives after him.". ,

“But is Lincoln conscious of it living on?"... . R

"Is he conscious now? I would have to say no; but I don t

think it matters." (PF, pp. 9%,95)

' During this exchange Rev. Dobson becomes angry, which is only a "cover-
up” for an unsatisfactory answer to the questioﬁ.” He expects:David's
faith to be strong enough to overlook some flaws in his theology.

Even David's mother is of no help. BShe gives hin a copy of Plato 8

Parable of the Cave to read as an explanation to the reason vhy Rev.

Dobson cannot answer his question. Updike seems tdkbe pointing out
that the establishment of the church and even mothefho;d are dictator-
ial. They expect David to accept the Bible and Qﬁristiénity ﬁith-

out a reason other than faith. David's faith i1s restored when his
mother tells him to go to the barn and shoot the pigeons that his
grandmother is afraid will defecate over the furniture they have

brought from Olinger with them, but W111,neveruu§9. David doesn't



want to kill the pigeons but does so because he doeen't want to argue
with his mother. David's father has already pointea out to him, "You
can't argue with a femme. Your mother's a real femye.‘qthatis why I
married her, and now I'm suffering for it." (BF, p. 873 Aftér kill-
ing several pigeons and ‘studying the dead birds he is struck by the
order and the beauty of their feathers. "...he was robed in this cer-
tainty: that'the God who had lavished such craft upon these worthleua
birds would not destroy His whole Creatiomn by refuaing to let David
live forever." (PF, p. 105) With these words, the atory ends. But in
symbolically slaying the doves of faith, David has returned an answer
to his doubts that is less final than omimous.

In another story, "Flight" in Pigeon fenthers we see a clever
image of the conflict in Updike's initiates betwéé# idv; forlﬁhe
mother and love for others. In fact most of the protagonists of Up-
dike are the result of a mother's fierce ambition- just as John Up-
dike's going to Harvard was a result of Linda Updike agnmb;tIQn for
her son. We will see that often the love of‘anoﬁher‘woﬁgn is a be-
trayal of filial loyalty. |

This is particularly true in "Flight." This t1ma the ptptagohf
ist is Allen Dow, but as I have said before, it makes very litile
difference for these protagoniﬁtl afa mostiy John ﬁpdike; Now Allen
1s seventeen years old. Allen has fallen 1n love with an Oltnger
girl,Molly Bingaman. Lillian, his mother, calla her stupid. . (ihia
word will also appear as a mother's reference )’,to ‘a wife in Of I_h_ak_;k

Farm.) Allen is dismayed by hi: mogher'aifﬁri and py_gﬁe;general
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disapproval he finds around him of his chosen 1oive. He torments Molly
and makes her cx;y, and at last breaks with her uﬁen he finds she comes
to him too easily.

The mother's embitions for her son can also be seen in the title,
"Flight."

 "There we all are, and there we'll all be'forever.” She

(Mrs. Dow) hesitated before the word, "forever," and hes-

itated again before adding, "Except you, Allen. You're'

going to fly." (FF, p. 1&13 - '
Allen's grandfather lies upstairs on hig death,_ﬂb?d,}altemate]}.y coug“ning» :
and singing hymns. In his sgarch fg;:)r a _'way to J.eav‘e‘ the nest that his
mother has made for him, Allen is shown j;i\mq way'saf 'One 'is Athx’*ough. the
body of another woman, although sexual intercourse does not occur.
Molly offers him the chance to end his sea;ch of en escape from the
other's nest. Or he can end his search in an ascensbiozliy (Gust as Jacob's
ladder ascends to heaven] to the upﬁer levels and ,join:his gr’andfather
in death. Allen refuses both altematiw}es and says, "All right. You'll
win this one, Mother; but 1t'il be the last one you'll win." (EF, p. 56)

William Young is an older initiéte, but yét gpzi:’e wﬁp ’Ls’cill belongs '
in this category. He is married, but is‘ quite aﬁtachecirtd hig mother.
When he married his wife, she seemedf tb hiﬁl to bé, the fédiancé that his
mother had led him to look for in musetﬁné. Yet :ﬁﬂhi's‘ majvrriage’ is not
the way of breaking from the nest of‘ hié“mothe;'. The mérblg woman of
the museum leads him to believe that the ideal{.fmnsq’h:e found in another

woman. He finds a mistress, who at the time of ‘disgovery seems to be



his marble woman come to life. Showing the immaturity of his fellow
initiates, William Young, is unable to realize that thé’Eros-ideal

is never realized in time and apace.

13
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B. The Seekers

We get some idea of the first seeker's character when we analyze
his last name, Angstwom., Angstrom is of course a chic word in exis-

tential circles, while Strom can hint at Rabbit}slinceésant rﬁnning.6

Literally, Angst Strom means stream of fear. "Angst," sayB Rierkegéard,
"i5 the lot of all men since Adsm; and its only cure is faith;"7 ther-
wise it‘issues in despair, the course of which Kierkegaarg cutlines in
"The Sickness Unto Death.” The questionywhiCh iéTraised‘by‘tée fear of
cancer is precisely whether George Cald&eli haé the sickness unto d;ath.
In "Pigeon Feathers" young David Kern haS'hié first“awakening‘tokthe
sickness unto death, among the spiders' webs in the outhouse,vhis fear
of spiders for once seems trivial. There is a suggestion that spiders
for Updike do symbolize death. George Caldmell,gspeaks_of his conscious-
ness of death-bringing sickness as "a clot of pbison" (29’ p.whl), !
poison snake" (IC, p. 1), and fiﬁally as “"a 9pfaer in my big intestine",
(IC, p. 42). He feels the spider to be more than;physically caused, and
to have emanated out of his students' hatred of him. | o

Rabbit, Bun is a record of a sgiritﬁal_cris;g;that beging when:
Rebbit first leaves his wife, climaxes at the death of'his baby daugh—.
ter and.continues as the book comes to é close., Updiké'e use of the
present tense underscores the lmmediacy of the: criaie. Rabbit s4trage-

dy is not only that he has no inner resources;*bu& that none of the

6. Robert Detweiler, Four Spiritual Crises in Mid-Centurx American
Fiction (Gainesville, 1963), P 16.

7. Hamilton, Elements, p. 166.
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natural and social institutions of his environment are able to help him.
Rabbit, himself, can be looked upon from many differemt points of view.
From my first reading of the novel I felt that he was an immature "bum."
On second thought, I saw him as & baaketbail hero who cannot adjust to
the rigors of a normal adult life. After much thinkiné on the subject I
have come to sympathize with Rabbit, because he could haﬁe ended his
search if his‘relativea, friends, and community had ofﬁered some positive
action rather than the constant advice that he received. Robert Det-
weiler says, "that Rabbitis the epitome of the ‘nice guy' who withﬁi
reasonable amount of support from his community could ilv& a%teupect-
able and productive life. Yet, it is precisely the failure of the con-
munity and the institutions that comprise it whiqhvgquses Rabbit'snbwn
existence to be a failure. Neither marriage, paremthood, vocation;
school nor church can provide him with a good reason for living oi

with & reason for taking up the responaibilities that each of them .
offers."8 Rabbit finds a prostitute (Ruth Leonard) who is a better
housewife than his wife Janice. Janice is the type of wife who ape;ds
her day drinking hard liquor and watching television. ihough we are
only told of one program that she watches, Mouaekéteérsi one strongly
suspects that she seeks regression through the soap Ope?aa th#t helﬁ
her to avoid reality. In the first chapter, we see that she doesn't

even keep their son, for Rabbit is to stop by his mother's hoﬁae and
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take him home. Of his three jobs during the novel, the only one that
he seems to find somewhat gratifying is as a yardman for Mrs. Smith.
Of course this is Updike's call for the return to natufe, which is
not the subject of this thesis.

For those of us who have gone rabbit hunting, we know if a good
dog chases the rabbit from his hiding place, the rgbbiﬁfwill ?ventual-
ly come back to his starting point. The same is true of Rabbit Ang-
strom. In the beginning of the book as he walks home from his work
as a "barker" for MagiPeeler products, he stops to play bgskqtball B
with some young boys. These boys are teenagers aﬁd Raﬁ}it 1;:naw
twenty-six. He is supposed to stoplby his parents' home andkget his
gson to take home. Instead he walks to his car and intéﬁda on driving
south as far as the Gulf of Mexico. By doing thié, "Babbit, whose “
name suggests both anxiety and running, must escape froﬁ other traps
as well: from the smothéring‘expectationb of his parents and his
sister, from the demands of Janice's family (whose name, Springer,
suggests trapping), from the shallow pietism of the Episcopal minis-
ter Jack Eccles (whom he has not met at this poiﬁt of the story and
will not meet until he has left Janice and is living with Ru:ﬁ} and’
the seductiveness of Eccles' wife Lucy, (whom he does not meet until
he stays at Eccles' home later and slaps her nicely forméd bottom),
from the dishonesty and insignificance of his jobs seliing kitchen

gadgets and used cars."? These traps are manifestations of a larger

9. Howard M. Harper, Jr., Desperate Faith (Chapel Hili, 1967),
p. 167. -
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and ultimately inescapable one: the prison of an éﬁtirely secular way
of 1life, with its promises of salvation through sociaf and economic
success. Rabbit, in his search for a faith, really ..riseg above the
others intellectually. It may appear that he does not, l;ut he is
searching for something better than his parents, his iﬁ-laws, his
wife, his coach, the religious institutioms, or‘hia coqmunity can
give. The goal of Rabbit's quest, this sense of perfection found |
through the feeling and intuition of the heart, is represented in -
the novel by the image of the circle.lo Like a tabbit,‘thbié is ﬁn-
able to get much further thanm a lovgr's lane iﬁ West Vgtginin when:he
becomes confused and lost and returﬁa toward his home, ‘ stopping

by the Sunshine Athletic Association to see his old basketball coach,
Tothero. Tothero is now a broken-down man who has beeﬁ disoissed fiom
his job as coach because of scandal. He has said earlier that "neig to

his mother Tothero had had the most force." (RR, p, 18) Tearing down

the name of Tothero we can see that it actually readq Ip The Hero.
Rabbit had been his star, '"Point-getter" a few years befare.‘ Rabbit
seeks advice, for Tothero, like so many other phonies of :he world,sis
full of advice. Galloway says that 'because Tothgrb‘:cbre;ents a kind
of spiritual force, Rabbit for a while thinks of himﬁasithe Dalai Lama,
the object of his quest, but while Tothero‘haabhelped tB 1nsp1re Rﬁbbit

with the sense of spiritual achievement, his realization of that im-

10. John C. Stubbs, "The Search for Perfection in Rabbin, Run,“
Critique (Volume 10, 1967) p. 96.
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pulse must come on a larger ground tham that which is defined by a
single individual."ld During the circle te West Virginia and back it
should be remembered thet the'announcement'ia_made twice on the edr's
radio asking where the Dalai Lama is. By this Updike gives us a

small preview that Rabbit's search is a opriceal one. Tothero em-
phasizes that what he has inspired in his boys is "the will to achieve."
(RR, p. 54) He adds, ﬁI've always liked that better. than the will to
win, for there can be achievement even 1n‘defeet; Mnke;them feal the,
yes, I think the word is good, the sacredness of achievement, in tﬁe .
form of giving our best.'" (RR, p. 54) It 1is part of Updike ¥ eaneatial
irony that this message comes from a pathecic heurotic.

Throughout the novel there is a denial of reapopsibiitgy.and'mtle
authority. Later we will see where Rabbit's father u;g to his siother |
about cutting a strip of grass. Rabbit goes to Tothere ;Qa expects”
guidance from him. He doesn't get . 1t.' The Sunshiue Aseociation where
Tothero is now living "is a euphemiem for the old men s bar and catd-
playing den: just one of Updike's versions of degenerated present day
8th1etes."12 Instead, Rabbit gets sententious platitudee, [EDo only
what the heart commands” (BR, p. 47)] and pompous oratory, (Elt makes

me happy, happy and humble, to have as I do this ve:yJCenuoun associa-

11 Galloway, P 36.

12. Gary Brenner, "Rabbit, Run: John Updike's Cfitiéibﬁ%of the
'Return to Nature'," Twentieth ( Century Literature (Volume 12, April
1966), p. 4.
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tion" (RR, p. h?I]. Tothero gets him a date with a prostitﬁfe whom
anyone can get as long as he has t?e money; he views Totherd being
slapped by a tart; and he gets lefﬁ with the bill for dinner. All
these incidents indicate the shift in responsibility. Later in the
novel when Tothero comes to console Rabbit about the accidental drown-
ing of Rabbit's daughtér, Tothero tells him that he had warned him‘
earlier to.go back to Janice. Tothero accepts only the responsibility
for second-guessers. { )

The proof that Rabbit's search is a spiritual one can be seen
when he talks to Tothero and Tothero offers him an alternativé, a
world in which God never existed: “Right and wrong are't dropped
- from the sky. We. We make them." (ER, p. 232)>'"Tothero's revela-
tion chilled" (BR, p. 233) Rabbit, because “He éénts to believe in
the sky as the source of all things." The revelétion has the flavor
of a deathbed confegsion: ' Tothero had suffered ﬁ;o strokes; he is
now a "smirking gnome, brainlessly stroking the cﬁrve of his cane,"
(RR, p. 233) completely dependent upon the care Qf his wifé, who
seems to enjoy her martyrdom. As a coech Tothero had preached the
gospel of seif-reliance, and his final "rewvelation" to Rabbitlis un-
dercut by Rabbit's awareness of Tothero's paralysis, an awafeﬁess which
may include a subconscious realization of the paralysis of'thé doctrine

itself as an adequate approach to life.l3 Jointly, these alternatives

13. Harper, DF, p. 171l.
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define the limiting boundaries of the modern wasteland, the trap‘in‘
which man must run, but from there, there is no éxit.. Rabbit cannot
commit himself fully to any of the alternatives; he cannot break out
of the trap of existence into the certainty of easence.la If we echo
Sartre's words, Harry is condemned to life. "That ) what you have,
Harry: 1life," old Mrs, Smith had told him. "It's a atrange gift and
I don't know how we're supposed to use it but I know_it 8 the only
gift we get and it's a good one." (RR, p. 187) -

"Rabbit is presented as a genuine seeker after religibus truth,
and certainly his plight is genuine enough. Sport‘hés failed him;
sex fails him; but religion offers hope. Rabbit 1is the on1y ﬁajqr
character who believes in God. Even Rabbit's éiﬁning has touches of
inverse piety."15 Paradoxically, one Sunday morging:with Ruth he prays
silently and teases her into a discussion about tpe éxistence of God
while seducing her. "The idea of making'it‘while the churches are
full excités him." (RR, p. 78) However, faith too ﬁil; fail hiﬁ; He
is left with a feeling that he is near death; éhat death is noth;pgness;
and that even in life he is dead. This feeling is,g;nVeyed'by direct
statements: 'You're Mr. Death himself,"” (35, p. 251) Ruth tells him,
by means of suggesting deep empty holes. In "Pigeon;?eathers" David
Kern too feels death as a 'deep hole," bﬁt his dark night of the soul

passed, temporarily. As Rabbit is about to start his last rum, "ﬂe

14, Ibid.

15. Norris W. Yates, "The Doubt and Faith of John Updike,"
College English (Volume 26, Oct 1964 - May 1965), p. 472,




pictures a huge vacant field of cinders... Afraid, reallj afraid, hq“
remembers what omce consoled him by seeming to make a ﬁ?}g wheré héii
looked through into underlying brightness, and 1lifts hig gfea to the
church window. It is, because of church poverty or thirlate Qummer;
nights or just carelessness, umlit, a dark circle in a atbne;facnde;"
(RR, p. 254) |

While the heart is the source of Rabbit's feelings; the

circle represents the state of perfection of his feel- -

ings; the circle represents, the state of perfection his
feelings direct him toward. :

| '

Perhaps the clearest use of the circle or éhevdéep»hgiﬁ,as the image
of perfection appears in Rabbit's memorien‘df féelihé‘hh has had |
playing basketball, the game in which he was "first thtg."
'I once played a game real well. I tea“uy"dia. ‘And after
you're first rate at something, no matter what, it’kind of
- takes the kick out of being second-rate. And this thing
Janice and I had was really second-rate.! (RR, p.90.)
In these memories the circle is the'basket'rim;l The rim is, by it-
self, an image of perfection, but Updike mgtaphorically;gmbuea it
with femiaine and sexual commotations and ﬁhergforg also assoclates
it with the feelings of sexual perfection Rnbﬂiﬁ;éxpéélénc;s with‘
Janice and Ruth.l7
Rabbit has peculiar saintly quaiitieaa _Early in'the book when

his wife Janice hears that he has given up smoking, she says,; "What

16. Stubbs, p. 97.

17, Ibid. .

21
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are you doing, becbming a saint?" (BRR, p. 12)

Whenever Rabbit is disillusioned by the world im which he
finds himself, he runs. The gesture is impulsive, an ani-
mal instinct, but it is fundamental to his spiritual nature.
As he runs Rabbit becomes a social outcast, rejecting his
family and the responsibilities which life seem to place on
him., - These rejections are part of his saintliness. He has
sampled conventional ethics and found them wanting. He
longs for .total absorption into the present moment, for an
opportunity to express his compassion for the human race.
This expression of compassion - the desire to embrace the
very soul of man - is a concomitant of sainthood. 1l

This peculiar gaintliness demands that he not be celibate; therefore it
is impossible to compare him to Christ. He 1s more of an anti-Christ,
but not a fallen angel. It is through sexual intercourse that he is
able to see Ruth's heart. This same idea of salvation through sex
is revealed by Updike in a short story, "Lifeguard." (PF) The life-
guard emphasizes that;

“To desire a woman is to desire to save her. Anyone who

has endured intercourse that was neither predatory nor

hurried knows how through it we descend, with a partner,

into the grotesque and delicate shadows that until then

have remained locked in the most guarded recess of our

soul: into this harbor we bring her." ("Lifeguard",PF

p. 149) A '

Rabbit cannot be called a Christian saint because Christianity is
one of the enviromments which faik;himkand which he must reject. He

has no taste for what Updike later calls "the dark, tangled visceral

aspect of Christianity, the going through quality of it, the passage

18 "Galloway, p. 32.



into death and suffering that redeems and {nverts these thinga, like
an umbrella blowing imside out."l9 Rabbit is httracﬁeé‘to the chgrch
as long as it fulfills his needs. When it fails him,rthevétgined-glaaa
church window which had once "comsoled him by seeming to make a hole
where he looked through into underlying brightmess' becomes "a dark
circle in a stome facade." (BR, p. 254) There is littlg'doubt that
Updike wants us ﬁo look upon Rabbit as & saint and to see his experi-
ences as spiritual. Regardless, Rabbit is a saint who exists outside
the Christfan tradition. This exclusion is based, first of all, upon
his own inability to conceive of a Goq in the‘trnditiognl Christiani
sense, and secondly om the fact that Rabbit's "aaintly".quést is a -
wholly solipsistic one; 20 |

In his search for spiritual faith he is misguidéa;by the symbol
of the institutionalized modern church in the persom og Rev. Jack Ec-
cles. There can be little doubt that the namebEcéleskig short for °
Ecclesia or church. Eccles is the third of an‘eccleaiaatical series.
His grandfather was a near-Unitarianrand his father riéidly High‘
Church; both were equally successful amnd pbpulat.b His predecésaor
in his present parish was another admired cleric. sékﬁe lives under
a churchly shadow, haunted by the thought that he follows his calling

to please an earthly father more tham a heavenly father, and comscious

19, 1Ibid., p. 35,

20. Ihid.
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that he is being judged constantly to be inadequate for his position.gl

His insecurit§mincreases daily as a result of his wife Lucy who never
loses a chance to tell him that she thinks Christianity is a neurotic
religion that childishly causes him to Tretreat from reality. Eccles
is the minister of the church that the Sprinéérs,;Rabbit's in-laws,’
attend. The Springers call in Eccles because Mrs; Springer is worried
about the écandal involyed when Rabbit leaves Janice. Mrs. Springer
tells Eccles that Rabbit "has no reason to come back if we don't give
him one," (RR, p. 131) and the Springers do, in fact, give Rabbit a
Jjob as a used-car salesman in an effort to keep h}m wiéh Janige.
Their hatred for thgir'son-in-law is carefully masked by social pro-
prietye.

Eccles telephones Rabbit at Ruth's apartmentiand they agree to
a golfing date. Once again the hole or the cirple come into play as
the cup which is the object of golf is seen as & symbol of this
search for faith or perfection. As they stand in the farking lot
Rabbit sees Eccles standing behind a car; 80 that his head seems oa a
platter. Eccles symbolizes John the Baptist caliing Rabbit to repen-
tence. He chides Rabbit for returning to his home to collect clean
shirts, while trampling upon other decencies. He tries to show Rab-
bit how forgiveness may be found. On the golf cdurse, the greens
which resemble pagan groves, Rabbit names the "irons" Janice and

the "woods" Ruth. Ruth and Janice therefore symbolize the natural,

2l. Hamilton, Contemporary Writers, p. 35.
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sympathetic material that he has sinned against.:‘The hole he aims for
becomes his home, with his grandfather upstéirsiin the sky above. And
Eccles, his gﬁide, "his grubby shirt liké’érwhitéAflag;of fofgiveness"
(RR, p. 111), is showing him the way home.’ This same type of situation
is used by Updike in another short story, “Inte:CESsién." (sp) Thére,
a gullt-ridden protagonist, Paul (po last naméj,fblgys golfbyith.an‘im-
aginative ﬁoy and is engered because the Soy will not play by the rules
and refuses to count wasted shots. . Rabbit too 1s angered bj ﬁécies mak-
ing him try over again when he fails. What Rabbit objects to is the
assumption that his strokes are past cougting,  Eécles;knows that Grace
comes only when we cease to try to livé byftheiLaw;'forgiveneés follows
the realization that our sins ére»too many for us to atone for ourselves.

Eccles is aware of the spirituai dimensions of Rabbit's problems.
Rabbit tells him that he is looking‘for’"the thiné Behind everything,
for something that wants me to find 11;.‘" (3_1313,‘]13.{"107) ~ But Ecéles, like

Conner (The Poorhouse Fairz is too ehlightened to take the long leap

of irrational faith. He tells Rabbit, "I doﬂ'tythink that thing exists

22 H

in the way you think it does.” (RR, p. 106) Althohgh'hévsenses the real-

ity of what Rebbit is looking for; to do so would be to admit: the fail-
ure of his own tenuous faith.23 God -for Eccles is theoieticgl, and he
believes in a theoretical hell of separation from, Gode 'Therefére, he

must deny Rebbit's assertion that we are all in hell, even though he

22, Ibid.

23. Harper, 22) Pe 1690
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knows that Rabbit is righte To justify his own compromises, and really
his failure to help Rabbit in search, Eccles says: '"Of course, all va-
grants think they're on a quest. At least at first." (RR, p. 107)
There is an implicatioh that Rabbit may outgrow his childish need for
the real experience of God. Eccles says that salvation can be found
through good works: "We must work for forgiveness; we must earn the
right to éee that thing behind everything.” (BR, p. 234)

Eccles decides to get help from Rabbit's minister Mr. Kruppenbéch
of the Lutheran church. Eccles finds Kruppenbach as he is mowing the
grass. Dressed in his undershirt as though in vestmenps, Kruppenbach
gives Eccles the stripped-down essentials of the faith that alone can
make his ministry effective. Kruppenbach expresseg with authority the
argument against Eccles' position which Rabbit has also voiced but can
not get Eccles to admit. Kruppenbach tells Eccles that if God had want-
ed to end misery, the millenium would already beyhere. The duty of min-
isters toward their parishioners is to "burn them with the force of our
belief... There is nothing but Christ fof us. Ail the‘rest, all this
decency and busyness, is nothing. It is Devil's work.“ (RR, p. 143)
Eccles is furious at Kruppenbach, yet he is exfremely afraid that he may
be right. Updike seems to be telling us that the two ministers object-
ify two religious alternative: one which Rabbit admires but cannot

reach, the other which envelopes him in its do-goodism but which he can-

not respec‘l:.al1L

ok, 7Ibid.
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Rabbit returns to Janice just before‘the birth of their daughter.
Several days later he leaves egain because Janice refuses him sexual
satisfaction. This causes Janice to return to her drinking which is
the reason that the baby drowns in the bathtub. Rabbit can only see
God as being very ineffectual, for all He had to do was to pull out
a very small rubber stopper. Rabbit has not completed his search.
However, as a critic, Hamilton has pointed out, "In Christian tradition,
consciousness of guilt is the first step in thékdirection of grace.
Among pagans who have no consciousness of guilt, says Kierkeggardb\
dread (angst) is not fully experienced."®” Only Rebbit and Piet
Hanema (Cougles) smong all I‘prota.g;on:‘.sstfs are never able to find
repéntance. Repentance is accomplished through the love of God and
Man, but Rabbit is unable to find this. The book ends with man's
hard heart still rejecting grace. There is little forgiveness amongst
nominal Christians, while in the official ecclesia forgiveness is nb
longer proclaimed with conviction. As Rabbit runs, the round church
window, that should be bright, is a dark circle. Rabbit has completed
the circle several times but has failed to find a faith, but still he
runs. "Ah: runs. Runs." (RR, p. 255)

In Of The Farm (1965) we see a protagonist that parallels David

25. Hamilton, Elements, p. 145,
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Kern and Allen Dow in some ways, but differs in others. The book is
not an Olinger;story, because it is not a story of the past as had been
the case of éll the névele prior to this with the exception of the
first. The protaéonist is Joey Robinson, whose memories parallel
those of Allen;Dow, David Kern, and Peter Caldwell. Mrs. Robinson,
Joey's mother,.seems to be an older Lillian Dow, Elsie Kern and
Cassie Caldwell.

Like Alleh Dow, Jogy had been only partly liberated from his
mbther's influence. Like all of Updike's sensitive protagonists,
"Joey longs for a kind of ongoing immortality, in which no moment is

126

ever wholly logst. For him, maturat%on means decay more than growth.
Joey becomes Jjealous of Richard standing next to Peggy, even though
Peggy is now his second wife and Richard is her eleven year old son.
Joey wants to possess in her both a wife and a mother, going to her
in Richard's "gize."

The search for Joey in this book is‘a search for a freedon
from the past, the farm, his mother, and his mother's ambitions.
Joey's first wife Joan had been an Olinger girl more or less ap~
proved by his mother. This has tied Joey to the confines of his
mother's nest. One instance of the hold that Mrs. Robinson had

over Joey and his first wife can be seen in the following passage.

26. Cnarles T. Samuels, John Updike (Minneapolis, 1969), p. 2k.
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Above the sofa... there had hung for twelve years a formal

portrait of Joan, a companionr to a photograph of me taken

at the same time... My mother had made the appointment

without consulting us, and we had both resented it. I

had thought such sentimentality uncharacteristic of my

mother. I still saw her with the eyes of her child, as

someone whose presence was remewed each day. (OIF, p. 18)
His marriage with Joan soured and he married Peggy. During the last
year of his first marriage, Peggy, who was his mistress prior to their
marriage, offered to breék off their love affair because she saw that
her possessiveness was destroying them. It is durimg this three day
visit to Joey's mother that he begins to see their differences as
assets rather than liabilities to their marriage. By permitting Peggy
to be herself they can achieve a relationship of greater dimensions
than {f she 1s imprisoned within his expectations, A#d by granting
her this freedom, he himself becomes a larger person.

But before he cam gramt her this freedom, he must free himself.

As he begins to free himself from his owr misconceptions -

e.8., the notion that his mother had "poisomed’' his

first marriage - he is better able, as Sartre puts it, to

'want only the freedom of others.' In beginmning to gramt !

this freedom, Joey begins to approach the ideal relatiom-

ship which D. H. Lawrence has called ’'polarity.’' Peggy,

the least intellect of the characters in the book 13 the

first to realize the need for polarity.cT
For a time, Joey tries to assume this "polarity” throhéh7the most basic
fact of manhood. Conceiving Peggy as a field, he sows thejbeed of his

possession; but im so doing, he takes his wife om his motﬁer's texrms.

27. Harpe;,'gg,fp.,lSh.
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Making of Peggy an ersatz farm,he turns to ber for sex,not love,and
thus confirms his mother's denigration, Peggy realizés this and tells
him, “You never shouid have left your mother's womb," to which Joey
wittily replies, "It was wonderful in there. Perfect room temperatuie."
(gig,p,106) Even the symbolic gesture of going to bu& Tampax shows
the hbld that Mrs. Robinson had over Joey in his fir;t marriage, Then
she could provide such items for Joan, but now that shg is’too old to
old to have these around the house, she does not control the second
marriage.

Each of the three adult characters need to be freed: Joey.froﬁ
his mother's conception of what he should become; from his wife's
healousy of his past, and from his own burden of gﬁilt and;doubﬁi
Peggy from her mother-in-lav's disapproval and fro; J;ey!é Jeéiousyﬂ
of her past and his idealization of her present rolef and Mrs.’
Robinson from Joey's mistaken assumptions about her devaluation and
destruction of his father (whop he idolized) and about Joe#'a first
marriage, and from her own feeling that she and the farm are a bufden
to Joey.28 Inétead of the artist his motherlhad wanted him to be,
Joey is a thirty=five year old advertisihg consultant employed in
Manhatten. "My specialty is advertising dollar dist_ribution,which
is to say, broadly, corpérate image presentation," (OTF,p. 82 )

Mrs. Robinson neglected her husband

28, Ibid.



to devote herself to Joey, for Joey was the objectification of her own
self image, 23 As in "Flight'" Joey cannot be free until he accepts the
truth about both his women; for omly then will he acknowledge the change
that has taken place in himself. His mother is mo longer the swift
young woman of whom he had felt himself deprived; Pegsy mcy,be inferior
to Mrs. Robimson but she is Joey's choice now and desefves his loyalty.
Time has taken away the past; Joey is a man. Now he must accept a |
man's responsiﬁilities. He does this im two ways. First, Joey tellsc
Richard a fairy tale that will recall a similar device: used by the fa-
ther in "Should Wizard Hit Mommy?" (PF) But im this story the teller is
drawn back to his mother's self-referring viaion‘of his chcrécter, where-
as Joey uses the fairy tale to express his frcedom, hic ability to break
out of the past. Second, he goes to church‘wiﬁh his mother while Peggy
and Richard stay om the farm for lack of "good-emough" clothes. The
minister takes his sermom from Genesis 2:18.

And the Lord God said, It i3 nmot good that the man should

be alone; I will make him am help meet for him.  Notice,

first that Adam's need was & 'help meet.' Im Hebrew the

word 1s wWzer, meaning, without connotatioms of sex, ‘aid,'

'help' such as an appreamtice might reander a master, or

orne laborer another. We were... nmot put here... to love
one another, but to work together. (OTF, p. 110)

The minister goes on for three verses and says:

So Woman, if I have not misunderstood these verses, was
put om earth to help Mam to his work, which is God's work.

29. samuel!, P. 240



She is less than Man, and is superior to him., ... Adam

commits an act of Faith: 'This is now bome of my bonmes,

and flesh of my flesh.' 1Im so declarimg, hs acknowledges

within himself a responsibility to be kind. He ties him-

self ethically to the earth. Without comscious confession

of God, there can be mo righteousmess. But kindness needs

no belief. It is implicit im the nature of Creation, in

the very curves and amplitude of God's fashioming. Let us

pray. (OTF, p. 113) :

"In Of The Farm, love itself seems a religious obligatiom, because
Christianity has been polluted by institutiomalism or diluted by a soc-
ial gospel. Love can seem the deepest expression of spiritual thirst.
In virtually all of his autobiographical stories, t@e hero experieaces
similar difficulty through sex. Faced with woman's irrevocable other-
ness, he beats against the barrier between them or he pursues his ideal
complement by attempting to love many womem. No mortal, however, canm
provide the constamcy amd total acceptance that might hush the clock's
tick. Lackimg the support of faith, Updike's moderm hefoes can weither
accept man's coatingeacy nmor find permanence through the world."?® 1f
Joey is to be free, he must free himself from the myths that he "cuts"
in his mother's mimd and Peggy's. Peggyvhas told him that it is coward-
ly to expect either his mother or his wife to give him self-direction.
Imn earlier years he denied his mother's wish that he become a poet, but
he lives in the grip of poetic nostalgia. Marrying Peggy was another
bid for freedom, but this too is incomplete. His fear of Peggy's past,

where she slept with her first huaband and many othet m&n after their

30. 1Ibid., p. 27.
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divorce, botliers hime Therefore, desiring a perfect corroboration of
his own identity he comes home for the weekend visit.

Whereas everyone in Brewer battles Rabbit, everyone in Tarbox apes
Piet Hanema in Couples (1968). He also differs from Piet in that the
latter starts with something (Bngela, his wife, a symbol for a heaven
on earth), while Rabbit started in his search with little or nothing.
This is a hell on earth as Janice his wife was nothing more than Janu-
ary Ice.

Piet Hanema, the main protagonist, is a Michigan-born son of
Dutch speaking parents whose livelihood was raising greenhomse plants.
Couples shows what is happening now to the American anina (Hanema)
when the ties binding man to the soil and to family traditions have
almost universally broken.3! The social groupings in the twentieth
century have become entirely a matter of personal choice. Piet is still
a believer in rules and codes. He is a carpenter, a carpenter in love
with the rules of his craft. He is the only man in Couples who earns
his living by his hands. Thus, he is tpepnly creative artist in the
group. We find that Piet is at home in the oid Congregational Church,
the fourth church to be built on the driginal site of Tarbox's first
meeting house. At the beginning of the book, Plet is the one protest-
ant among the couples wno continues to worshlp, for the memory of Cal-

vinistic God of the Dutch Reformed Church in which he was reared has

31. Hamilton, Elements, p. 220.



3k
not been extinguished. Thus the American anima is not wholly cut off from
its roots. Insofar as Couples is the story of Piet, it is thg stor& of the
temptation and fall of an individual soul - and of the soul 6f a pation -
though turning away to strange gods.32 Piet already hgb Angela, his angel.
In his search he is tempted by a fallen angel, a Thorné; The physical
adultery recorded in the story refers, at a deeper level, to the spirit-
ual adultery of apostasy against which the 0ld Testame;t prophets raised
their voices. Just as Georgene is wholly of the natural world, so Angela
is not of it, 'Touch Angela, she vanished. Touch Georgene, she was
there.” (C, p. 54) Piet's angel brings him mesaageﬁ,f%qﬁh;aven. She
varns him often of the eickness inherent in their wa; of'lifef Even after
the exposure of his affair with Foxy, Piet begs: "Don't make me leave you,
You're what guards my soul., 1I'll be dammed eternally." (C, P. 425) But
Angela cannot help him, because he like Rabbit refuses to take the path
of repentance. A moment later he is ready to strike her. Even angels
are powerless to deal with the soul that 15 hardened' through self-will.
After the divorce, Angela returns to her father. She_has no place in a
fallen world. In such conditions Angela has béen combared to Matthew Arn-
old's beautiful and ineffectual angel, beating in the void her luminous wings
in vain. Angela flails her arms and head in a paroxfém'of futile grief

on the way home after the confrontation with the nanema§ and Whitmans.

32. 1Ibid.
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We first meet Foxy Whitman at a party given by fhe Guerins, a sterile
couple. It is interesﬁing to point out here that the Guerins are typical |
of the Tarbox culture where "the men had stopped having careers and the
women had stopped having babies. Liquor and love were left." (C, p. 17)
It is not an accident that this retreat from work and childbearing repre-
sents a denial of God's words to the first couple after the Fall.33 when
Piet first went with Georgene and raised the questidn of contraception,
she asked him whether Angela did not use Enovid and laughingly said, "WEI-‘
come to the post-pill paradise.” (C, pe 58) Nevertheless, the éppeal‘of
Georgene for Piet lies in her belief in life without guilﬁ; To éeorgene
both Apollo and Venus are equally divine, to be served in‘turn or together
as the opportunity presents itself. In returning to:Foxy we find that she'
is an Episcopalian and that»like Piet she attends church. Liké Piet, her :
church-going is a bond with the past.

"Bearing unmistakable sign of Updike's approval, Piet Hanema is an
antique-loving craftsman, who adores the physical ;niverse and assuages
his fear of death in the act of love. But given his orphaﬁed stétus and
oral-genital fixation, he often seems an unconsciously facetious version
of Updike's symbolic desire to get back to the womb."3h What could serve
to show more of a searching for a mother's love than when Piet suckles
Foxy's breast laden with the milk for her new-born? ?iet fisks his marri-

age and his neck in order to have this symbol of mother love. As I have

33. Ibid., pe 226

34, Samuels, ps 35
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stated before, Updike's protagonists have a strong desire to have this
mother love and Piet is no exception. And who could have a more ambitious
mother than Foxy?

Piet first notices her properly,not at the party, but on her leaving
the Episcopal Church on Palm Sunday dressed like’a bride in white. She
appears as a fox dressed in sheep's clothing. Piet is searching»for God
and "has sown seeds among the thorns", Georgene Thorne, wife of Freddy.

Foxy Whitman's maiden name, Elizabeth Fox, is from Bethesda, Maryland. Per-
haps Updike had in mind Jerusalem's Bethesda, which is near the Sheep Gate,
a natural enough place to find a fox wearing white élothing. Bethesda is
the pool where the angel comes to trouble the waters. Piet, called in to
repair the waterfront home the Whitmans have bought, sees Foxy in her
lemon-colored smock and "saw she was going to be trouble.” (C, p. 198)

It was the home the Whitmans had bought that Angela had coveted'when the
Hanemas had first come to Tarbox.

To substantiate further the claim for Angela being not of this world,
her choice of houses should be looked at more closely. When we:first meét
Piet in the book, he and Angela are undressing in the bedroom of their
eighteenth Century farmhouse home. They have beenvmarried for nine years.
Piet's chest shows "its cruciform blazon of amber hair." (C, p. 11) So
we know that Piet is both passionate and marked with the sign of a Christ-
ian. Angela undresses behind the closet door, which her husband kicks open,
disclosing her where “like Eve on a portal she crouched in shame." (C, p. 1k)

Her shame, as they both stand naked facing each other, shows that the time
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is after the Fell. The portal of Paradise has been closed behind them.
Piet feels "with Angela, a superior power seeking through her to employ
him." (C, p. 8)

The identifiication of Angela's father with the measurement of time
mekes him & "superior power" - he is even called omnipotént - and explains
Angela's fondness for the stars. His wife's presence reminds Piet contin-
ually of the fact that the earth is set under the governmeht of heaven.

Just as Piet sees Angela as his good angel, Piet sees Freddy as his
evil one. Although the novel does not state the obvious, Piet must know
St. Paul's words, "a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to harass

me" (II Cor 12:7).35

Over the whole group hovers the satanic, death-worshipping
Freddy Thorne. He is a dentist by trade, but in fact he is
a faithless St. Augustine indulging his ‘'hyena appetite for
dirty truths' in his role as Updike's designated 'priest'
to the tribe. 'He thinks we're a magic circle of heads to
keep the night out,' says Angela, "He thinks we've made a
church of one another.' The news of John Kennedy's assass-
ination touches them all - but very much in their own way.
Freddy hears it over the radio in his dental office. 'You
hear that?' says Freddy. 'Some crazy Texan. You may spit.'
A few minutes later, Kennedy is dead, and Freddy thinks of
cancelling his pagty that nighte 'But I've bought the
booze, ' he says.3

Freddy tells the couples: "We're adl here to humanize each others.. .
We're a subversive cell. Like in the catacombs. Only they were trying

to break out of hedonism. We're trying to break back into it. It's not

35. Hamilton, Elememts, p. 229.

36, "Views from the Catacombs" Time (Volume 91, April 26, 1968), p. 67.
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easy." (C, p.l58) ‘xhe couples have fallen into a simple religious or
cultic alignment; another of those biological phenomena that interest Up-
dike. Freddy becomes the priest of this religion as well as the buffoon.
Freddy had started to become a psychiatrist, but because of lack of abili-
ty he was forced to accept dentistry as second best.

Some of the rituals that Freddy organizes for his religious group
are touch football, sacrificial party games, and ceremonial bibulations.
Freddy uses Piet as a scapegoat because Piet constitutes a running threat
to everyone, by vittqe of his honesty, total heterosexuality and sense of
death, all dangerous anti~-social extremes .37 Freddy is the one who speaks
for the community; and this seems to be because hé believes that life is
ultimately foul and malignant, and must begguarded against, The point of
having a church at all is to keep out the dark.

Like Rabbit Angstrom, Piet quickly tires of feeling guilty. '"Nothing
vill happen," -(C, p. 424) he tells Angela once they are home from the con-
frontation with the Whitmans. Angela replies: "Something should happen,
Piet." (C, p. 424) Angela's persistence in seeing that something does
happen brings him back to his basic beliefs; he believed that there was,
behind the screen of couples and houses and days, a Calvinist God Who lifts
us up and casté us down in utter freedom, without recourse to our prayers
or consultation with our wills. Angela had become the messenger of this
God. Piet has searched for God and has found Him if only he would ask

for some type of forgiveness. Only through Grace can he experience a

[ —

3% Wilfred Sheed, "Play in Tarbox," NY Times Book Review (April 7, 1968),
p. 30,
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a satisfaction in his search for God.
| Piet continues his search when Foxy tells him that adultery is silly
and so much trouble. 'Piet replies that it is a way of seeking knowledge.
She aské him,: "What do we Mmow now, Piet?" (C, p. 359) He throws back
at her, "We imow God is not mocked." (C, pe 360) Piet recognizes his
God, but he cannot realize how to come to terms with Him, how to seek re-
péntance. Piqt%tells Foxy that her god is gex, yet it is more accurately
the self-will which;'in seeking only its own, is the contrary of Christian
Agape. (I Cof. 13:5)38 Piet has found that Foxy's slow response in love-
making is really a form of greed. Piet realizes that she thinks herself
to be perfect,and yet her undefwear is not always clean. She doesn't
understand the message, "Wash me," XShe consents to the abortion because
she knows that refusing it would mean losing Piet. Foxy says, "To be
méétered[by ydurcha§ I vould tame you with my mind." (C, p. 471)

Piet tﬁinkﬁ hé basg broken with Foxy, so in his search he turns to Bea
@uerin as his misfress. Piet reélixes that Bea's attraction for him lies in
her barrenhess. Aszeatrice is Dante's guide as he ascends from Hell through
Purgatory to ﬁeaven, and points him to life, so Bea reconciles Piet to the
descent into desth.3” Piet rinds that he enjoys striking her as he makes

love to her. 8he tells him others always seem to want to do that and she

3%. Hamilton, Elements, p. 235.

39. .I_bi}g;_'-; Do 239. |
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had hoped that he would be different. But instead of leading him to Para-
dise, Bea leads Pietkdown into a Nether Hell within‘the circles dominated
by the “sins of the Lion," that is by violence.'® Piet's sign in the sky
is the Lion.

At the end of an evening with Bea, he drives aﬁay; he sees "beyond
the backstop screen his church bulking great, broad, and féatureless fron
the rear, a stately hollow blur." (C, p. 257) How can hope be accepted
as a Grace béyond willing when for Catholics Grace is a formumla learned
by rote and when for Protestants the community medigting Grace is a
hollow blur rapidly receding from sight? The prdble@ras Piet senses it
is that "the world hates the light." (C, p. 25) Freddy, in seeking to
make the couples into a church with himself as priesé, can only pady ni-
hilistically with the trappings of Christianity in order to contrive his
new religion. Freddy carves ham and says: 'Take, eat. This is his body,
given for thee." (C, p. 334)

For Piet alone, the chase into neiéhborly‘beds comes cloge to the
course of tragedy. Unlike the other adulterers, ﬁe is bounded nﬁt only
by lust, curiosity, and boredom, but by a ferribie sense of time flee-
ing. He is haunted by the past, by a "shepherd pafaiyzed in vwebs of
lead" in his boyhood Dutch Reformed Church, by his féﬁher's rough hands
tending the fragile flowers in his greenhouse, most of all by his parents’

death in an automobile accident.ul Death for Piet is not some day in the

4o. Ibid.

41. "Views from the Catacombs," p. 68.
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distant future; it is time itself, and "1£fo is what Updike has referred
to as a series of little lossea leading toward the dry:we11;942 Plet
fights death by trying to turn time around, to recapture the past, to
make manifest the heaven of nostalgia. On the night that Piet and
Freddy exchange wives, Angela tells Freddy: 'Plet apéhds all his energy
defying death and you spend all yours accepting it." (C, p. 388) Defy-
ing death is Piet's self:lmpoaed task because, like his daughter Nancy,
he has never been able to reconcile himself to this intruder into life.

Short and agile, he displays the orange of passion in his flaming
hair and in an apricot windbreaker which he constantly wears during
working hours. But Tarbox has surrounded him vith‘death; The fact
that he will never have a son is connected now in his night reverie
with having to carry out the greedy plans of\gallagher'a plan for ﬁak-
ing money by building on Ihdian Hill homes for those thGwill play with
life rather than walk through it like men. Tarbox once had a hosiery
mill., Now it has been turned into a factory manufacturing plastic toys.
Piet's creative powers, whether as a father or as a carpenter, are re-
dundant in this artificial society.

As Piet drives away from making love to Foxy (unknown to both of
them she has conceived) he feels happy, "Exhilarated once again at
having not been caught." (C, p. 351) But the all-seeing eye of the

weathercock on the church peeks through a leafless tree. There is a

&p.  1bid.



link here with St. Peter and the cock who announced the disciple's

denial of his Master., Piet is a Peter who does not repent of his

denial, a rock unfit for founding a lasting church upon. Piet's

search has ended in despair and frustration as Rabbit's had. Rabbit

runs; Piet and Foxy move away to Lexington.

L2
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C. The Teachers

Where 92 292_§g£g'dea1s with man's horizontal freedom, {man's free-
" dom on the éarthly level) The Centaur deals with his vertical freedom.
Alice and Kbnﬁeth Hamiiton have said, "Man's first duty is to his Father
in Heaven, and his second to his neighbor on éarth. And man learns love
for his neighbor through his basic experience of one who is like himself
and yet unlike; nﬁmely, through woman. "3 The protagonists in this
novel are a fafher and son team, George and Peter Caldwell.

The novel has to do with the multiple planes of being that converge
in each moment of experience. One focus is provided by the title charac-
ter, Chiron, the centaur, who is also George Caldwell, a teacher at Olin-
ger High. George Caldﬁell is deeply disturbed by everyday problems of
money, parental responsibility, time, and death. Though somewhat ridicu-
lous in his ingentousness and impropriety, he has the philosopher's quest-
ingrmind. He will confront strangers with questions about the meaning of
life and death, much to the embarrassment of hiﬁ son Peter.

The Centaur is a loving tribute to Updike's father, an endearing old-
style eccentric in whom Updike sees "the Protestant kind of goodness going
down with all the guns firing - antic, frantic, comic, but goodness none-
theless."** It is also interesting to note that the fathers in "Pigeon

Feathers," Of The Farm, and in all of the David Kern stories were named

L3, Hamilton, Elements, p. 18k,

L, "Views from the Cataoumbs," Time (Volume 91, April 26, 1968),
Pe The



George. Cassie Caldwell, the mother, we have met in "F;ighc," "Pigeon

Feathers," and Of The Farm. She also appears briefly in Updike's new-

est work, Bech: A Book.

iShe's (basoié) in a funny nood' he (peorgéj said,: 'Your
mother's a real femme, Peter. If I'd been any kind of |
man I would have put her on the burlesque stage when she

was young.' (IC, pp. 57,58)
A similar quote was made by the father George about his wife in "pigeon
Feathers." o

The novel is presented in the legend of Chiron,the Greek centaur who
gave up his immortality to expiate Promatheus sin of ltealing the holy
fire from the gods. Each character in the literal atory has a -ythologi- :
cal counterpart. (As I have already identified George Caldvell as chiron,
I will identify each character of the novel as they appear in this paper
with the mythological name in parenthesis.) The story is told in alter-
nate chapters first by an ommiscient narrator and by Peter (Prometheus).
When Peter is telling the story he is fourteen years oider than he was at
the time of the story. He has become a second-rate abstract artist and
is telling the story to his Negro mistress.

George Caldwell's search is not for a spiritual faith so much Qo it
is for coming to terms with death or a despair of poa?eaaing faithj

'] was a minister's son. I was brought up to believe, ;nd

I still believe it, that God made Man as the best thing in

His Creation. If that's the case, who are this time and
tide that are so almighty superior to us?' (IC, p. 52)



ks
George Caldwell's father. though he was fifth in a iihe of Presbyterian
ministers, died shorn of hope in eternity because of his lifetime quest
for knowledge. So the question that torments Caldwell is whether the
pursuit of truth leads inevitably to the destruction of belief in a God
of goodness and to the triumph of a desolation of heart beside which
brute ignorance must seem a blessed s‘l;a.te.)"’5 So death and forgetfulness,
it seems, have the final word. In life, love seem$ only a disguise for
lust.

The degeneration that Peter sees in his family, i.e. preacher {grana-
rather), teacher (father), and artist [himself) is not a degeramaiion as
he thinks. The preacher preaches a kind of faith.;;Doubtless, ve tend to
think of this faith to be Christien. This is nof nécessafily so} All men
have a kind of faith. The teacher teaches a skill ;rvknoﬁledge that will
add to the students' knowledge. This knowledge may be of a scientific kind
as George Caldwell teaches, or it may be of a more logicalbway of thinking.
However, Updike's teacheré are teaching a kina of faith. In order for the
teachers to be able to teach this faith, they first must have faith them-
selves. The creative artist éttempts to teach a faith that is built a-
round his works. But he too, must have this faith teftre he can teach it
to others. In other words, regardless of how much it is disliked, the
main mission in life of a preacher, teacher, or artiét is one of teaching

a kind of faith. This cannot be avoided if one is to be called one of the

three.

L5, Hamilton, Elements, p. 170.



George Caldwell's science lesson begins with a description of the
beginning of the univetse, the genesis of earth, the:coming of life,
and the introduction of certain death - as opposed to random extinction -
by the introduction of co-operative life with the volvox that dies sacri-
ficially for the good aof the whole.h6 The scene in Caldwell's classroom
is symbolic of the human condition itself: man, aépiring to ieason and
harmony and peace, is constantly tormented by 1naan1ﬁy ﬁnd chaos and con-
flict. As a teacher, Caldwell is essentially a transmitter of wisdom
from one generation to the next. Thus Chironm, having carried in his own
body the infection of poison, could instruct thoa§;§h0’§ere themselves
to be poisoned. And, having accepted death over self-will, he could con-
vey to others the lesson that they must learn in order to find life,

Yates has observed: |

Updike implies that if one has not entirely lost faith -

if one is not the fool who inwardly rejects God - works

may be important after all in giving one's life meaning

on earth, whether they are practically effective or not.

He does not attempt to answer the question of whether

salvation can be attained by works, but he does hint that

the suffering of the man who. tries his beat to do good

despite some doubts about eternity may be a re-actment of

Christ's sacrificial atonement. Works alone do not save

one, but works and faith may indeed be combined meaning-

fully, and when k?ey are, a man's suffering may well be

a song of Grace.

Yates goes further by pointing out that "Updike has to 53 perpetually

making the leap of faith. He maintains the man's 1ntﬁit1ve thirst for

l('60 Ibidc, Pa 161.

k Norris W. Yates, "The Doubt and Faith of John Updike," College English
T~ (Volume 26, Océobor 1964 - May 1965), p. 673.,- .
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immortality demands a belief in God, but that man's reason tells him
there cannot be a God; out of this clash between reason and feeling
come man's largest and noblest efforts, including genuine faith, which
needs no validation other than itself. Hook had this kind of faith;
so does Caldwell., On the other hand Rabbit is the fullest expression
of Updike's skepticism. Doubt born of anxiety finally overwhelms faith
in Rabbit and that the spark is not completely extinguiehed is grounds
only for pathos, not for spiritual hope."ha For the first time Peater
realizes the fact that his father must die. The terror he feels is
inspired by the knowledge that he may lose his father: 'for the
first time his death seemed, even at its immense stellar remove of im-
possibility, a grave and dreadful threat." (IC, p. 73)

George's fear of death is complicated by his sense of Peter's help-
lessness: 'Now his son's face, dappled, feminine in the lips and eye;
lashes, narrow like a hatchet, anxious and sneering, gnaws atICaldvell's
heart like a piece of unfinished business.” (gé, p. 73)‘ Peter must
learn to become a man, learn how to survive and then to create in a
world shaken by the struggles of the Titans, a world seemingly forsaken
by the powers of Heaven.

Caldwell is ridiculed for being naive, for allowing people to take

advantage of him, Yet, he sees through superficial appearance into the

18, 1Ibid., p. 474.



heart of chaos. "Ignorance is bliss," he tells Phillips. "That's the
lesson I've gotten out of life." (C, p. 169) This ;evelation briogd the
values of his teaching career and his whole life into question: LF the
heart of life is truly ohaotic and meaningless,ycoen hq has indeed been
naive and foolish in devoting himself to the service ofkothers. Caldwell's
revelation comes in the afternoon; in the evening he seeks out Rev. March
at the high school basketball game. He is in anguish over thevfat; of his
soul, but March regards his anxious questions as d""probosterous 1h;errup-
tion." Caldwell cannot believe that God could condemn anyone without just
cause, and thus cannot sgree with the Calvinistic conoebt of ehe'eloit ano
the nonelect. March replies that the doctrine of predeatination is counter-

balanced by the doctrine of God's infinite marcy.

The philosopher's mind and the artist's eye struggle to
master the transcience of eartbly existence. The alter-,
nating angles of vision, George's and Peter' 8, offer two
means of transcending time and space - reason and art.

As a science teacher George instructs his classes. in the
formation of the universe; as Chiron he instructs the
centaurs in the myths of creation. The history of life

is staggering and sacred, whether told by an’ evolutionary
scientist or an Olympian centaur; and the juxtaposed
accounts, far from conflicting, lend support to each other.
Man, the microcosm, reflects the cleavage in all being the
macrocosm. The centaur 18 the main symbol of human duality,
but there are other images of spirit confined by time and
space; the driver in a non-functioning car, the teacher in
a school, the brainm in a skull,

And so it is that Caldwell in his humility believes thot he io unaucceoa-o

49, J. A. Ward, "John Updike'°The Centaur," Ctitique (Volume VI, 1963),
pp. 111, 112, 113. .
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ful. He is unable to grasp that he is actually doing something worth-
while., He finds that in giving his life to others he has entered a
total freedom. The gift that he gives to all of his students and es-
pecially to his son Peter, makes Chiron's gift of immortality to Prome-
theus appear shabby. Chiron gave up his immortality because it had be-
come a burden to him. Caldwell gives his life, which is anything but a
burden, to others because he loves them. Chiron's gift had been to Pro-
metheus alone; Caldwell's gift i8 not to Peter alone, but to everyone
he meets, with no thought of merit of the recipient or the cost to him-
self,

The goal of Caldwell's 1ife has been "to bring meﬁ‘out of the dark=
ness'; the tragedy of hia life is that he does not rﬁalize that it is
as a man who loves and not as a teacher that he is best equipped to ful-
fi11 this challenge.se In a world apparently devoid of meaning - even
when he imagines himself dying of cancer, his money runs out, his car
breaks down, and he and Peter become snowbound - he never ceases tolbe-
lieve‘that there is meaning. Throughout his search, it 1s.cbis meaning
or his unrealized love for mankind that gives him a reaéon to go on 11Vf
ing. But for Caldwell, existence itself is a wound that he is determined
to tolerate, and his time is measured chiefly in waves of pain. The

novel is not foreshortemed because Caldwell's experiencé is not: his

$9. Galloway, p. 43.
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day to day life is spun out in a continuum of anxieties and belittling
defeats. In his lecture on the origins of 1life and the dimensions of
the universe he strings out zeroes across the ﬁlackbbard--years,light
lears,ecns, "Do these figures mean anything to you?" he asks., "They
don't to me either, They remind me of death." (TC,p.34) At fifth
Caldwell has achieved all that he is going to achieve, Now he can only
fight to keep his wife, his son, and his father=-in=law healthy and alive.
Unlike Rabbit Angstrom, he has not run because he i§ anchored by ﬁis
sense of responsibility~~gomehow both noble and quixotic~-and by his
anguished, self-deprecating love for his son. Because of his conditioned
economic fear he cannot escape his life's absurd commitment, and yeot
because of his latently romantic temperment he céﬁnot-fully compromise
with his situation and make a bearable existence of it; as Peter says,
there was always in their household a sense that they would someday
be moving on, Caldwell is tortured too, by the thought that he is
incompetent as a father, incapable of becomingrfhe kind of symbol
that Peter needs, - A

In the final paragraph of Chapter IX, Caldwell "cést his eyes up=-
ward to the dome of the blue aﬁd perceived that it was indeed a great
step. Yes,in seriousness, a very great step, for which all the walking
in his life had not prepared him, Not an easy s£ep nor an e&sy Journey,
it would take an eternity to get there, an eternity as the anvil ;
ever fell.,. , His will, a perfect diamond under the pressure

of absolute fear, uttered the final
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word. Now... Chiron accepted death." (IC, pp. 221,222) The falling an-
vil symbolizes the estrangement of heaven and ea:th‘;chifon had felt ear-
lier, "Perhaps - the thought deepened his sickness - an anvil could fall
forever from sky and never strike Earth" in both; space and time.?X It
is this estrangement which creates the fear within ourselves., Yet, in
Updike's view, a symbolic heaven is attainable even though it may teke us
an eternity to get there. And paradoxically the ticket to get there is
our acceptance of death. We must accept the fact that, iike Caldwell,
we are mortal. In that acceptance the animal part of us dies and we eas
Chiron are set among the stars. It is this climactic epiphany, rather
than the physical death of Caldwell, which the final pages of the novel
reveal. The acceptancé, in absolute fear, of the faétwof deéth, is the
first requirement for the existential acceptance of life.52 So Caldwell's
search is ended and he has found what has been plaguiné him, George had
freed Peter.

Caldwell's 1ifetime has been sacrificed to his son;
perhaps Updike means for his death to be - accidental-
ly - a sacrifice as well. Perhaps we are meant to see
here that, in spite of his motivations, in dying Cald-
vwell dramatizes for Peter the hollowness and the mock-
ery of an altruistic existence -~ the life that is idea-
lized as noble and good but is in reality tedious, humi-
liating, and grotesquely absurd. Peter is freed of this

vaguely tyrannic authority and begins his own rebellious
existence in Greenwich Village - a second-rate abstract-

51. Harper, BF, yv.180.

52, Ibid.
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impressionist painter living with a Negro mistress. And
yet Peter himself wonders, Was it for this that my father

gave up his 1life? 33

And so George's search is finished. He has found what‘he is searching
for, just as Bech will do. Peter as an initiate, 1s"jua; starting his
search, He has been set free by his centaur father. Peter has been
oppressed by the "nothing" of woman. Yet it was in the "hope" that lay
in the '"nothing" that he was to discover human love and the meaning of
divine grace, through the knowledge of self-sacrifice that will surren-
der all for "nothing." Nature's law is that some will die so that others
| will 1ive, The "hope" or "love" that he finds in thgv"ﬁochinsness" that
lies between his girl Pemny's (Pandora's) legs 1a‘whatifi;ﬁliy makes him
aware that love will cure his affliction. He shows fenﬁy his psoriasis
and she accepts him as he is and loves him as thoﬁgh he was not "hoﬂiled"
by this Promethian type of affliction. This is what finally makes him
aware of what his father has been trying to do for him all the tima, He
is now a seeker; the only seeker who has benefited from his teacher, The
teacher must first have faith before he can teach faith. |

In some respects George Caldwell is mereiy an olde; and ;ligbtiy more
conventional Harry Angstrom; both men had once excelled as athletes and

both are enmeshed in a narrowly circumscribed world which repeatedly di-

53 Vereen Bell, "A Study in Frustration,” Shenandoah (Voluma 14, 1963),
p. 72.
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verges from the principles they value. While Rabbit defends his values

by running, George maintains his intensions in the face of a hostile
reality by retreating into a mythological kingdom in whiéh Olinger be-
comes Olympus, George's experiences are almost wholly psychological,
but like Rabbit's they constitute a significant rebellion against the
meaninglessness of life. Like Rabbit, George represents both life and
death, but the paradox is more successfully realized i; Caldwell's case

by an almost Whitmasesque vision of the significance of death.sa Like

Chiron and the volvox, Hook (The Poorhouse Fair), Rabbit and Caldwell all
suggest Christlike figures, although in the intensity of his love Caldwell
comes closer than any of Updike's other characters to something like a
traditional concept of Christ. George is like Tom Sawyer, but George's
saintliness {s stripped of thayromantic sentimentality for which Twain
began to dislike Tom. It is mbre traditfonal than Rabbit's since it
seeks social rather than asocial forms of expression., While George's
dedication to a ceaseless, exhausting struggle for value in a world from
which value seems to have abnegated is 'absurd," he lacis the awareness
of absurdity which Camus asserts fo be a crucial ingredient of the absurd
exper:i.ence."nrj Dramatically such awareness is provided by Peter Caldwell,

who is often painfully aware of the disparity between his father's inten-

ﬂ'. Ga].lway’ p. 450

$5. Ibid.
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tions and the reality which he encounters.
On the dustjacket of The Centaur we are told that the novel was
originally planned to be a "contrasting companion” to Rabbit, Run (1960).
George Caldwell, the devoted husband and father certainly makes a very
evident contrast with Harry Angstrom, the rabbit that breeds and runs.
The most far-reaching difference between them - apart from differences
in age, occupation, and temperament - is that Rabbit lives in his skin
| and does not care what he gives other people, while George Caldwell is

n56

a man who walks with "generous strides. The teacher's intense concern

for others and his disregard for self-interest is, indeed, a constant
gource of dismay to those who know him - and to his own family in parti-
cular - since it leads him into conduct seemingly quixotic and even irre-
sponsible. All the same, whatever the embarraassments-his.selflessness
provokes, he proves to be the antithesis of the man (boy?) in Rabbit, Run
who is seen as Mr. Death himself.

In turning to Henry Bech (§gg§: A gggg), we see that Beck is kin to
George Caldwell, a middle-age artist (és I have already pointed out in
the classic degeneration that‘minister, teacher, and artist all have the
same mission in life, only in different aspecté)nwho has burned himself

out on his first book, Travel Light. Bech, a Jew, had no belief in

Christ, but is still searching for a faith in something that will promise

him an eternal light.

56. Hamilton, Elements, p. 158.
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Bech is the symbol of the assumed role of middle-age teacher. This
can be seen in the first chapter, "Rich in Russia:" ('To be brief ;1 saw
you, in the back row, glanding at your wristwatch, and don't think that
glance will sweeten your term grade , fur it was." (BAB, p. 19)) Bech has
been sent on a tour of the Iron Curtain Countries by the State Department,
One gets the impression dufing the first three chapters that he is in a
college classroom taking notes on a lecture by a world traveler.

Bech in his life has not found time for God. While in Rumania,

The Lutheran cathedral was surprising; Gothic lines and
scale had been wedded to clear glass and an austerity of
decoration, noble and mournful, that left one, Bech felt,
much too alone with God. He felt the Reformation here as
a desolating wind four hundred years ago. (BAB, p. 33)

Is this Jewish teacher afraid of another Jewish teacher who preceded him
by almost two thousand years?

In chapter three, "The Bulgarian Poetess' a brief description of

Bech is given:

He was, himself, a writer, this fortyish young man
Henry Bech, with his thinning curly hair and melan-
choly Jewish nose, the author of one good book and
three others, the good one having come first, His
reputation had grown while his powers declined.’
As he felt himself sin, in his fiction, deeper and
deeper into eclectic sexuality and bravura narcissism,
as his search for plain truth carried him further

and further into treacherous realms of fantasy and,
lately, of silence, he was more and more thickly
hounded by homage, by flat-footed exegetes. Rather .
automatically, but with some faint hope of shaking .
himself loose from the burden of himself, he con-
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sented and found himself flogting, with a’ passport

80 otapled with visas it fluttered when,pulled from

his pocket, down into the dim airports of Communist

cities. (BAB, pp. 49,50)

Bech takes this trip in search of something that will allow him to write

as well as in his first book. He assumes the disguise of a .teacher when-
in reality he is aearching'himaelf for knowledge that:perhaps he will find
behind the Iron Curtain. He is soﬁ?rapped up.in his- search that he forgets
to sleep with his first guide; "Katé,"

The first fear of death thackn;ch e#periencéa‘1b@yhen‘£n“$ofid; Bulé
garia, from fear of reprisal for being Americaii.after ithe American lega-
tion is attacked, he reads a collection of Hawthornes short stories:

The image of Rogef Malvin lying elome, dying. in

the forest - 'Death would coms:like the slow: ap-

proach of a corpse, stealing gradually towatrds -

him through the forest,: and showing its ghastlyﬁ'

and motionless features from behind a neared ‘and

yet a nearer tree’ - frightened;him. Bech ,fell

asleep early and snffared from swollen;* hcmesick

dreams. It has been the first day of Hannkkah

(BAB, p. 51)

It is interesting to ndte that Hanukkah, known"as..the festival. of rededi~
cation, will £ind Bech searching for the ideal love. in. the Bulgarisn Poet-
ess, who resembles the ideal that Melville,. his favorite suthor uses’

Lucy in Plerre,in that ‘she {s blonde. and dressed in white.' Withomt
actually coming to physical sexual intercourse,-they:talk about "or-
gasm." As Updike point out, "Despite ‘the.decay. of .his career, Bech.

had retained an absolute faith in his instincts; he never. doubted:that
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somewhere an ideal course was open to him and that his intuitions were pre-
dealt clues to his destiny." (BAB, p. 59) The Bulgarian Poetess is the
symbol for this idealism. She has beauty. She has brains, She is artis-
tic. Like most of Updike's protagonists, Bech is the product of a home
where the mother was the dominating person while the father was weak.
And when he does £ind this ideal, it is the day before he is to depart
for the United States, the motherland. We see that Bech thinks of the
Bulgarian Poetess as an ideal.

In all his loves, there was an urge to rescue - to

rescue the girls from the slavery of their exertioms,

the statue from the cold grip of its owm marble, the

embassy wife from her boring and unctuous husband,

the chanteuse from her nightly humiliation (she could

not sing), the Mongolian from her stolid race., But

the Bulgarian poetess presented herself to him as need-

ing nothing, as being complete, poised, satisfied, achieved.

(BAB, pp. 60, 61)
She is like the work that he would like to write. She is the unattainable
love, the unattainable art work that is escaping him, As he himself says,
"I kind of overlooked getting married." He regrets that this poetess is
an ocean apart from him,

They (Bech and his guidd) stood beside a small '

church with whitewashed walls. From- the outside 1t

looked like a hovel, a shelter for pigs or

chickens. For five centuries the Turks had

ruled Bulgaria, and the Christian churches,
however richly adorned within, had humble exteriors.

(EA_B_"’ p. 61)

Could this be an almost conversion for a Jew! Had he noticed that the hu-

man body was just like the Christian church? That no,-aiter how rich the

insides were, the exterior was always displayed in a humble manner?



Would Bech be converted so that he might be able to possess this ideal
that has appeared in Bulgaria?

Those in the narthex depicted a Hell where the devils

wielded scimitars. Passing through the tiny nave,

Bech peeked through the iconostasis into the screened

area that, in the symbolism of Orthodox architecture,

represented the next, the hidden world-Paradise. He

glimpsed a row of books, an easy chair, a pair of an-

cient oval spectacles. (BAB, p. 61)
North of Bulgaria is Rumania where Bech admits he was afraid for four
days. He has passed through the tiny air slot to Bulgaria and there has
found paradise - the Bulgarian Poetess. But in the room with the repre-
sentation of Paradise he sees things that are common to this earth -
a row of books, an easy chair, and a pair of glasses. As he sees it,
this paradise is only a symbol and not part of reality, The ideal

symbolized by the poeteés for his love and his work is not to be found

in the Iron Curtain countries or the Christian church.

i

In Travel Light he had sought to show people sk&mming
the surface of things with their lives, taking pints
from things the way that objects in a still life color
one another, and how later he had attempted to place
beneath the melody of plot a counter-melody of imagery,
interlocking images which had risen to the top and
drowned his story, and how in The Chosen he had sought
to make of this confusion the theme itself, an epic
theme, by showing a population of characters whose
actions were all determined, at the deepest level, by
nostalgia, by a desire to get back, to dive, each,
into the springs of their private imagery. (BAB, p. 67)

Like Joey Robinson, who compares his wife to a field, Bech says, 'We fall
in love; I tried to[say in the book, with women who remind us of our

first landscape.” (BAB, p. 68) Then immediately following this he has

58
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intercourse with the poetess by talking about orgasm. Bech says that
" - the orgasm... [is) perfect memory. The mystery i;, vhat are we
remembering?" (BAB, p. 68) She adds that never else do we "éancentfate
our attention.' (BAB, p. 68) She reaches a mental climax when:

She shook her head and tapped the stem of her glass

with a fingernail, so that Bech had an inaudible

sense of ringing, and she bent as if to study the

liquor, so that her entire body borrowed a rosiness :

from the brandy and burned itself into Bech's memory -

the silver gloss of her nail, the sheen of her hair,

the symmetry of her arms relaxed on the white table-

cloth, everything except the expression on her face.

(BAB, p. 69)
The stem of a drinking glass is definitely a phallic symbol.f Bech hears
a ringing or a noise caused during a climax of his own; Her body moves
closer as if in a climax and a rosiness that gives the symbolism of the
loss of innocence. During the climax hecremembers her nails that touched
him, the hair that he ran his hands through, and the white arms on the
white tablecloth (bedsheef). Because of the closeness of proximity of
their bodies he is unable to observe her face.

Bech realizes that the ideal cammot be his as he writes on tﬁe in-
side of a stolen copy of The Chosen:

Dear Vera Glavanakova-

It is a matter of earnest regret for me that you and
I must live on opposite sides of the world. (BAB, :p. 70)

Just like so many ideals, she has no name until such time that she is no

longer an ideal. In her, Bechxthinkn that he had eﬁdé&'his search for
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it is not to be so.

For one spring term Bech, who belonged to the last writing
generation that thought teaching a corruption, had been
 persuaded to oversee - it amounted to little more than
that ~ the remarkably uninhabited conversations of fifteen
undergraduatea and to read their distressingly untidy manu-

scripts. (BAB, P- 73)

In his,saarch,'Bech is aloost run off the road by a former student
of his, Wendell Hbrrieon. Seeking new insights into artistic values, he
is able through the guise of helping his mistress, Norma Lachett, to
omoke "pot." This searching ends in frustration when he vomits the
whole experience down the‘toilet. His.insight was ahort lived. Through-
out the "pot" spoking session, Wendell is embarrassed to assume the role
of the instroetor, butzactually he assumes the role of teaching the master.
Bech never moves from his chair until he gets sick. Again we see the
phallic symbol of a stem, This time it is a pipe stem. Just like the
mistress [bhord),she is, Normaireaohes for the pipe and says, greedily,
"Give it to me." (BAB,ié. 89) It'allows Bech to see that there is nov -
answer, either sexually or artistically in Norma. Norma will not mother
him, nor vill he marry her. Once again we see‘that Bech is the teacher
vwhen Wendell says about‘the pipe, "Give it back to our teacher. We need
his wisdom.ﬂ We need the fruit of his suffering." (BAB, p. 90)

Bech is bothered by the same mother complex that many of Updike's

protagonists have. He has changed mistresses from Norma to her sister



Beatrice. Beatrice, unlike Norma, is divorced and a mother. Bech finds
her much softer physically than Nbrma. The real reésoﬁiihat Becﬁ has
changed mistresses is that in his search Bech overlooks ﬁarriage and
this is what Norma has in mind. VBut the love for Bea is no different

than the love a mother gives to a child:

Little Donald (one of Bea's childred) would sleepwalk,
sobbing, into:the bed where Bech lay with his pale,
gentle, plump beloved. The first time the child, in
blind search of his mother, had touched Bech's hairy
body, he had screamed, and in turn Bech had screamed.
Bech on his side never quite adjusted to the smooth
transition between Bea's love-making and her mother- -
ing. Her tone of voice, the curve of her gestures,
geemed the same. He, Bech, forty-four and interna-
tionally famous, and this towheaded male toddler de-
pended parallel from the same broad body, the samz2
silken breasts and belly, the same drowsy croons and
intuitive caresses., It robbed sex of grandeur if,
with Beca's spunk still dribbling from her vagina -
and her startled yips of pleasure still ringing in
his dreans, Bea could rouse and turn and almost iden-
tically minister to a tot's fit of nightfright.

(BAB, p. 100)

In fact Bech reacted just as a child would do if his:mother paid too much
attention to another child. Donald, then, became competition for ILech.

She nestled the boy to sleep against her naked breasts

and Bech would find himself curled against her cool

backside, puzzled by priorities and discomfited by

the untoward development of jealousy's adamant ercc-

tion. (BAB, p. 100)

Béa. also after while wanted him to say the worda,‘"Marry me."
But mariiage would have only stymied him. 1In his search he needed a
woman for the moment and not for life. Marriage to auch a woman as

Bea - would have suffocated him. Her husband would havé‘to be a com-

nmuter, eight to five man. In an attempt :o get away fram her, Bech :

b



accepts a speaking engagement at a girl's collegeﬂianitginia.‘ As he
18 driven to the campus, he thinks of death: "1fvthéAc§nvert1$1e
flipped, his head would be scraped from his shoulders; ﬁe foresaw the
fireman hosing his remains from the highway." (gég; p. 107)

Bech's biggest problem is that, like Caldwell's father, he is go-
ing to die and be eternally forgotten; The idea of death is coistantly

upon him through the chapter, “Bech Panics."

Along with the sun's reddening rays and the fecal stench
a devastating sadness swept in., He knew that he was go-
ing to die. That his best work was behind him. ‘That he
had no-business here, and was ftighteningly far f:om »
home. (BAB, p. 108)

His real attention was turned inward toward the swelling
of his dread, his unprecedented recognition of horror.
The presences:at his feet - those seriously sparkling
eyes, those earnestly flushed cheeks, those demurcly
displayed calves and knees - appalled him with the abyss
of their innocence. He felt dizzy, stunned. The essence
of matter, he saw, is dread. Death hung behind every-
thing a real skelton about to leap through a door in
these false walls of books. He saw himself, in this
nest of delicate limbs, limbs still ripening toward the
wicked seductiveness Nature intended, a genuine mile
intellectual Jew, with hairy armpits, and capped molars,
a man from the savage North, the North that had once
fucked the South so hard it was still trembling... His
death gnawed inside him like a foul parasite while he
talked to these charming daughters of fertile Virginia.
(BAB, p. 110,111) ,

Bech goes on to see that these young women, so fertile for conceiving
children, would accomplish their purpose in life while he, vho had no

children, would not accomplish his. Of course his purpése was of a

higher artistic kind. He had rade 8 small contribution:to American
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literature and 18 comforted by the thought. "He had spilled his seed
upon the ground. Yet we are all seed spilled upon tbe‘gtound." (BAB,
p. 112) -

And if he were to die without finding this faith tﬁat he searches
for, he says: |

The widest fame and most enduring excellence shrank to

nothing in this perspective. As Bech ate, mechanically

offering votive bits of dead lamb to the terror enthroned

within him, he saw that the void should have been left

unvexed, should have been spared this trouble of matter,

of 1ife, and, worst, of consciousness. (BAB, p. 116)
Bech reverts to his fathers' religious practice. He offers bits of
lamb as his forefathers sacrificed lambs and goats to God upon the
altar. Bech does not know it yet, but the fear within him is a fear
of God. He sees that his life should not have been. It has been of
‘no value. |

He meets a Jewish professor, Ruth Eisenbraun, and §ees her as part
mother and part clihieian. He thinks that he should have more to do
with Jewish women. He tells her as if she were his mother or psychia-
trist: |

I can't describe it. Angst., I'm afraid of dying. Every-
thing is so implacable. Maybe it's all these earth-smells

so suddenly. (BAB, p. 123)

Bech must come to terms with himself before he can attempt to come to

some kind of terms with God.
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Who was he? A Jew, a modern man,a writer,a bachelor,

a loner,a loss, A conartist in the days of academic
moderism undergoing a Victorian shudder. (BAB,p.125)

After he sees himself for what he is, Bech attempts to pray to God.

He threw himself with a grunt of decision onto the damp
earth, and begged Someone, Something, for mercy. He had
created God, And now the sllence of the created universe
acquired for Bech a miraculous quality of willed.resorve,
of divine tact that would let him abjectly pray on a ‘
patch of mud and make no answer but the familiar ones of
rustle, of whisper,of invisible growth like a net sinking
slowly deeper into the sea of the sky... . Eventually

the author arose and tried to brush the dirt from his
knees and elbows, (BAB,p. 125)

Ryth Eisenbraun offers to sleep with him, He declines. She assumeé
from his works that he will welcome the opportunity.b#t like many -
critics of art, she does not really know what the.értiet means, But
the main reason he‘turns her down is that he has tufnéd to reLigibn
in his search for jﬁst that moment and then regrets his refusal of
a "piece" when he lies in his bed, When he returns to New Yori, Béa
sees that there is notlénough left for herj;we hear nofhore of her
in the book. ; :

Then he goes to England,arriving "with the daffoails,hé knew!
that he must fall in love, It was not his body thatidemandeé it,
but his art," (BAB,p.133) Women for Bech are a tempo;ary in-. 

spiration. This is six years later
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and Bech is now approcahing fifty.

It was his charm and delusion to see women as deities -

idols whose jewel was set not in the center of their

foreheads but between their legs, with another between

their lips, and pairs more sprinkled up and down, from

ankles to eyes, the length of their adorable, alien

forms. But perhaps, Bech thought, one more woman,

one more leap would bring him safe into that high calm

pool of immortality where Proust and Hawthorne and

Catullus float, glassy-eyed and belly up. One more

wasting love would retease his genius from the bondage

of his sagging flesh. (BAB, p. 135)

Mistakeningly thinking that the physical sensation caused by the touch
of soft flesh can be the answer to his search he plans a new novel. The
title #§ to be Think Big. He will make his newest 'flesh" the heroine.
In exchange for her body, what could be more fair than to make her world
famous in his newest artistic endeavor? What Bech does not see is that
the road to great creative artistry is not through the passions. If it
were, Hollywood would be a Mecca of creativity.

Merissa has no ideas about the exchange, To her it is nothing more
than a '"shack job." Bech tells her that she will be the heroine of Think
Big and she says of men whom she has slept with: "They're so grateful.
Men are. They're so grateful is you just make them a cup of tea in the
morning." (BAB, p. 162) She is not disillusioned by this physical
thing. :

The last time he makes love to her, he has an erection that is caused

by his art, showing that to him art is his life. Art can do mcre for him



than his mere physical body.

It was no use; he could not rise, he could not love her,
could not perpetuate a romance or roman without seeing
through it to the sour parting and the mixed reviews.
He began, in lieu of performance, to explain this.

She interrupted: 'Well Henry, you must learn to re-
place ardor with art.'
.o.'Art is ardot,' he told her.
'Do you think I'm necessarily impotent? As an artist?’
'Unnecessarily.’
'You'll see,' she said, pressing her head back into the:
pillow and smiling in assured satisfaction, as his
giant prick worked back and forth. The tail wagging
the dog. (BAB, p. 164)

Just as Updike's mother had been the dominating person in his family,

so in Bech's family the mother was the one who served as the pillar of

strength:

that

She consulted when Henry entered the first gradevwhen

‘he came back from the second with a bloody nose, when

he skipped the third, when he was given a 65 in Pen-
manship in the fifth, and when he skipped the sixth.
(BAB, p. 170)

Bech, rather short for his age, yet with a big nose
and big feet that promised future growth, was recog-
nized from the first by his classmates as an only:
son, a mother's some more than a father's,pampered
and bright though not a prodigy. (BAB, p. 171)

Even at the initiate age Bech was exposed to the mothering process

not only a mother would give her son:

Whenever she had him skipped a grade, he became ail
the more the baby of the class. By the age of thir-
teen, he was going to school with girls that were:

women. (BAB, p. 172)
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Bech admits himself that there is nothing he would not: do in his
search for a faith that will help him to be eternally remerbered.

He hesitated to decline any invitation, whether 1£

was to travel to Communist Europe or to smoke mari-

juana., His working day was brief, his living day

was long, and there always lurked the hope that

around the corner of some impromptu acquiescence

he would encounter, in a flurry of apologies and

excitedly mis-aimed kisses, his long-lost mistress,

Inspiration. (BAB, p. 180)
Bech is finally elected to The American Academy of Arts (?) and S:iences
and therfore his name will not be eternally forgotten; He has tried
everything to get this remembrance: women, God, and art; but oniy his
art has done this for him, It is ironical that the girl who shows
Bech where to go at the award has on a button, "God Freaks Out." To
show the influence that his mother had upon hiﬁ, he believes during the
ceremony that he sees her in the audience. Like Caldwell, Bech brings
his search to an end. While Bech has posed as a teacher, he &Ldn't seem
to realize that he was a seeker. Bech has made 1t to the Heaven of writ-
ers; how much further can he go?

Although it may appear that I am approaching the house from the

rear door, I want to try to show that I see the peak of Updike's pro-

tagonists in his first book, The Poorhouse Fair (1959). The normal

hero -~ the young advertising man or the high school lout has been re-

placed by a group of ancient indigents unified in their hostility to-
o3 .

ward the scientific-minded director of their poorhouse. The main

- 5%. J. A. Ward, "John Updike's Fiction," (Critique (Vglume‘v), p. 30..
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protagonist in this case turns out to be a ninety-foﬁr.year old former
teacher, John P, Hook. Hook no longer seeks a fgith for he has found
his and ended his search. His job now 1s to continue to teach the
younger people and help them along the way in their scarch. Ccnner,
the prefect of the poorhouse, is the one that Hook is trying to edu-
cate. Conner is the symbol of the inﬁtitutiﬂnﬁlizedhSéCietytthlt7takes

away any individuality that human beings may have. Seéking to deprive

men of suffering, secularism threatens to deprive them of all e-motion.58

Two conflicting views of destiny are presented in the
book. The view of Conner is the traditional socialist
view: man is master of his own destiny and creator of
the only values, and he should try to achieve a peace-
ful society with an equitable distribution of wealth
and high standard of physical well being and material
comfot. The view of Hook is the older and more con-
servative Christian view: man and his values were cre-
ated by God, who balances the books at the end of each
man's 1life and dispenses reward and punishment with
meticulous accuracy, and man must behave in life in
order to profit in the final judgment after death.

Updike clearly prefers the older view. Hook does not presume t.o analyze
and there are some philosophical problems, such as ffee will, that he

offers no solutions. Hook c;ﬂes to teach Conner that God in his wisdom

which passes human understanding, created man - and that man must t¥y

Y, Samuels, p. 33.

59, Howard M. Harper, Jr., "John Updike: The Intrinsic Problen of Human

of Human Existence," Concepts of Human Destiny in Five American Novelists:
Bellow, Salinger, Mailer, Baldwin, Updike (Penn State, 1964), p. 268.
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to live in a manner worthy of God's concern for him. The key to>gbod-
ness is faith., This is what Hook is trying to tell Conner, the syﬁbol
of secularization. Hook'ﬁ faith offers what Conner's humanism déés
not: a bridge over the great void which threatens all men.

In The Centaur Caldwgll-chiron takes the way of imitating Christ
in self-forgetful humilitj, claiming nothing for hiﬁéelf and yat accus-‘ 
ing himself of selfishness. Thus Conner is like Caldwéll in the way
that the Anti-Christ is like Chriat. The same traits are thefe, but
turned to self-glorification instead of to self-denial, - Conner.al-
most dreams of being a savior. In fact some critics havé'describéd
him as St. Stephen when the inmates are stoning him neaﬁ the tumbled
down wall., The critics claim that thi#punishment is for proclaiming
his new savior, the secularization of American life. éven so, instead
of a new religion or a savidr, Conner actually becomes a tyrant’and
destroyer. He places name tags on the chairs that are‘to be uagd |
during the fair., This only takes away from the old beople the feéling
of liberty and makes them sit wﬁere he wants them to sit. In c¢ffect, |
it is like putting them in cells. Hook feéls nothing but compession
for Conner. He recognizes Conner as a fellow intellectual, and sees
him as a bright boy, easily hurt and in much need of,gﬁidance.

In the heat of an argument with Hook, ‘Conner cohtends, "We've .
sifted the body in a dozen different direction looking for a scul. In-

stead we've found what? A dog's house, an ape's glands, a few quarts of
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sea water, a rat's nervous system, and a mine that is' actually a set
of elecfrical circuits.”" (TPF, p. 80) Updike mAy hgve choseﬁ the
name of Conner to suggest the gecular con men ﬁho deprive us of Epiri#
tual depth and meaning at the same time th#t th;y enhénce'our physical
comfort. Despite his intelligence; his organiz#tionai'gbility( and his
compassion for his guests, Conner cannot minister to gheif real needs.
ﬁe cannot even understaﬁd them; ironically, hg is conning hiﬁself
rather than his old people. |

Concerning the question of how man might live in ; gddigss world,
Updike makes clear that Comner's sort of reform is indeed mere "busy-
ness" as shown by the prefect's religious skepticism énd by the sadis-
tic zest with which he orders the shooting of a crippled cat and goes

about re-ordering the lives of his charges.6°

Without.goodness, which
requires belief, there {8 only the dismalyworld reveaiéd by science, a
world in 6hich the highest 6rganiams are "members éf the raée of white
animals that had cast its herd over the land of six éohtinents. Highly
neural, brachycephalic, unique1§>ab1e to oppose théir thnmbsvto the
four other digits, tﬁey bred within elegant settlement#.kand 5o£hi ,
burned and interred their dead." (TPF, pl09) Hook,tells Conner that _
't here is no goodness without belief." (TPF, p; 81) Man is not the
measure of all things. | |

The dislike that Conner shows for Hook is bbrn_of;medioérity'é de-

60, Yates, p. 471.



sire to destroy excellénce.‘ Conner has no use for patterns; he strives
to impose simple, rigid plans upon the unpredictable vérieiy of nature.
Conner is particularly annoyed when Hook's weather forecast id moré
accurate than the weather bureau's. Hook, the teacher whose work it
has béen to pass the living wisdom of civilization from one generation
to another, does not think of Man in the gbstract. Ha sees each face
hé meets in the present in terms of the students he recalls, by name
from his past. Instead of blank skies, his vision is linked to the
years.vhen he lived beside the Delaware and watched the changiig colors
of that historic water. Hook 1s the perfect foil to Commer in that he
respects reality. Instead of trying to impose arid theory upon the
universe, he patiently reads the face of nature and of man. As the
man of the past, the teacher of Updike's protagonists, Hook hau learned

that the pattern of life takes time to decipher.
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CHAPTER IX
The Blundering Protagonists
Richard Leban has said that "Contemporary writers are pessimistic
as to man, but optimistic as to men. Their fiction is the'teétament
of that desperate faith."6l This pessimism is reflected in mény of the

antagonists, such as Conner in The Poorhouse Fair,IWhereas tae optimism

is reflected in the protagonists such as Peter Caldwéll. Onz way that

Updike shows this optimism is in his sense of the erosion of time. This

erosion of time is prominent in The Centaur and The Péorhouse Fair and‘
continues to haunt a number of the other novels énd‘short stories., This
time closes the door to the past in which we must seék the meaning of
our present condition. Literature is a meahs for‘recording this meaning
before it is irrevocably lbst. 1t is through this l&és of the past‘and'
the attempt to regain what has been lost that Updike's protazonists
stumble through life, create é hell on this earth, but try t> create a
heaven that they cannot reach. Updike sees their e#isfencg as that which
simultaneously hides and reveals the truth about itsélf, sin:e tiuth
ultimately lies beyond the bounds of space and time and yet aust be
grasped by creatures who are temporarily and spatialiy-limitad.62 Even

in his earliest stories Updike refuses to make his characters merely chic.

&1. Richard D. Leban, "Fiction: The 1930's to the Present," Americen
Literary Scholarship, An Annual (Durhem, 1969), pe 191.

62. Hamilton, Elements, p. 22.
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More often than not, they are young innocents trying to thread théir way
through a vaguely hostile urban environment. One exampie of this can be
seen in "Toward Evening' (SD). This story tells of a yoﬁng married man,
Rafe, returning home with a mobile for his daughter. ﬁalf-d:eaming, he
18 aroused by the sight of a beautiful red-head at the back of the bus,
then by a Caucasian Negress. The bus, the two ﬁomen, and Rafe's dreams
aré juxtaposed against his apartment, wife, and baby giil. At the‘end

of the story, Rafe has finished his favorite meal, which, like the clum-
sy mobile for the baby, is vagﬁely disappointing. Rafe and his wife are
balanced against each other in a wordless struggle to find the rigﬁt vay.'
Outside, their life is dominated by a huge Spry sign, white and red,
blinking from the Jersey shore. Updike explains how the sign got there.
It is a good account of ufban scramble which Rafe is uﬁable to explain to
Alice. Thus Rafe and his inability to explain to his wife have bungled
through another chapter of their lives. Updike ends tﬁe story without
any comment. | ’

For Updike's characters, human society is unreal unless converted
by the mind; and in the novels the conflicts ariée from the clash of
fantasies. The fantgsies flow from the universal absuﬁption that‘noehing
has meaning unless it affects the private ego. Thus, whatever is sane
to a person can only be interpreted as an act of love or persecution,

whereas, in fact such actions are indifferent, the thoughtlesé gestures

of people equally aelf-centered.63 The initiates are less clumsy when

63. J. A. Ward, "John Updike's Fiction,''Critique (Volume V), p. . 29.
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going through life than the seekers; however, the teachers (with the ex;
ception of Hook) are not much better than the'seekefs; |

Updike's fiction has moved from a rather facile’social criiicism

toward a more fully existential point of view.

In a recent but regrettable brief statement on English
novel and then identified what he considered to be its
major shortcoming: '...no literature is as non-existen-
tial as the English. That is, the Englishman does not
really seem to be aware of any intrinsic problem in hu-
man existence. It can all be patched up and muddled
through.' Updike's recent heroes muddle through too,

but not without awareness of this intrinsic problem.

The universe in which they live is ever estranged.

And man is a stranger too, wandering between them but
able to possess neither. He is a victim; his cries '
cannot reach heaven, and have made earth a noisy hell.t4

To illustrate this further let us take a look at a few examples. The

Poorhouse Fair exhibits the bungling social creed that thinks to build

a heaven on earth while at the same time it considers the universe a
meaningless absurdity. Rabbit, Run traces the disintegratioa ol a con-
sciousness in which inner feeling tries to assert its self-suffiency.
The Centaur celebrates a vicfory of faith achieved in the sacrificial
life where heaven and earth are 'married' - and also explains how hard

it is to follow such a life. Of The Farm shows the comsequences for

an individual of choosing the horizontal dimension of existeace and ig-
noring the vertical, a choice resulting in the displacement of right

order in the horizontal. Finally, Couples displays the catastrophic

6&0 HarpeI‘,P_I‘_:,p.189a
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social effect when disorder is regarded as the norm because the human

has usurped the place of the divine.65

"Men of Genius," Goethe believed, "experience puberty again and

n66 Updike seenms to be able

again; other people are young only once.
to return to this world of initiation again and again in his writings
He is able to rediscover the rarities of feeling and painful alertness.
Updike portrays man's longing to see the light of k@owledge and the
child's astonishment of awakening to new experience; But with these
experiences and the dawning of the light, theée iniﬁiates sometimes
stumble on the way to these new experiences. Updike's sketches of
childhood portray cénsiétently the beleaguered innoéent who suffers
collision with a bittersweet reality. The riddle and pain cf édoles—
cence provides a background fdr his moist poignaﬁt ﬁriting;

Precise recollection, then especially of"family love, is vital
to the initiate} it is the actual experience in which the saving truth,'
is incarnate, and it worries the initiate td iose the least fragment
of it, as he seems to feel he is gradually losinglhis understanding of
the past. Allen Dow in "Flight" remembers with minute psychological
realism his high-school love affailr with a very similar girl and builds

up around their story a world of remenbered details of his grandmother

and grandfather, his mother's shocking jealousy of the gjrl, the high-

65, Hamilton, Elements, p. 2Ul.

66. Guerin La Course, "The Imnnocence of John Updike," Ccmmonweal
(Volume LXXVII, Feb 8, 1963), p. 512. N '
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school debates and dances of his courting. It 1is a loving and meticu-
lous re-creation of the p#st and Updike's mind probes'it vith the deli-
cacy of a surgeon, seeking what makes it in meméry 80 preﬁaturzlly‘alive
and meaningful.. As is true of the initiates, Allen Dow's blundering can
be explained because of immaturity. He makes béth his mother and Molly
cry, because he feels it is necessary to do so. He bﬁnglea‘his ghance
to lose his innocence and thus cut some of the ties with his mother. "We
never made love in the final, coital sense. My reason was a mixture of
idealism and superstition; I felt that if I‘took her virginity she would
be mine forever. I depended overmuch on a technicality; she gave hérself
to me anyway, and I had her anyway, and have her still, the loager I trav-
el in a direction I could not have taken with her, the more cleariy she
seems the one person who loved me without advantage." (PF, pp. 53,54)
Allen comes down the stairs at nine thirty to go out éo see Molly against
his mother's wishes. This is a chance to escape the mother-nest, but all -
he does is to make Molly cr&. F

Even in a later story, ''The Persistence of Desirg," Allen Dow is the
protagonist, except that now his name is Clyde Béhm, \Clyde meets an old
girl friend, Janet, in the ophthalmologist's office. He clumsiiy attempts
to make up for some wrong doing that he has commi;ﬁed;against her when
they were dating. Both of them are married now and are éarents. By this
show of immaturity where he risks reputation by flirtihg publicly wifh her,

he remains an initiate. Like Jay Gatsby in F. Scott Pitzgerald's novel,
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Clyde covets not the girl, but some idea of himself that went into loving
her,

In another short story, ''You'll Never Know, Dear, How Muéh I Love
You,'" we see the innocence of youth qlumsily tripped by the greed of
man. Ben - he has no last name - is vthé prota§on1é£.4- He is all
innocence. He is able to beg fifty cents from his'pafents to attend a
carnival. He feels that he is being held back by :hevpoverty, slowness,
and sadness of his parents. His needs are clear té him; to be exalted;
to find sweetness; to find light. In order to get thése he must first
learn how to distinguish the true from the falae.‘ Hia.only guide 18 an
instinctive feeling for what he wants. He is fascinated by thé spinning
roulette wheel. He never changes his fidelity to number, 7, ox to the
promise by the barker that everyone is a winner. 1In his‘innocunce he
is tripped by the "moonfaced god" and quickly all of his money is gome.
When the barker sees him turn away, he is afraid he viil have trouble
with the law and so pushes éome nickels into Ben's hand. When . Ben
counts the money, the barker has kept ten cents. Once again the painful
experience of reality punctures.the balloon of innocen;e.

Ben is the youngest of Updike's fictional heroes, but all the rest
of the initiates, seekers and some of the teachers encounter his problem,
or at least some aspect of it, and ﬁry to cope with it{according to the
insights they happen to possess. Sometimes they areLW1ser tﬁan Ben,

but often they are less wise, for Updike dces not imagine that added
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years or wider experience necessarily bring extra wisdom. The seeckers
are even more likely to bungie than the‘inifiétés. Thg iniatiates can
be excused because of innocence. One Updike story links with others,
because Updike presents at all times a consigtent universe where men
reap what they sow and are rewarded by the god at whose shrine they
serve, according to the nature of that god.67

"Pigeon Feathers" is a study of the pressﬁre exerted against re-
ligious faith by our secular society. If these pressures coincide with
an inner emptiness in the believer, faith collapses, at least for the
moment. Yet faithlegs existence is a fearful state. As David Kern dis-
covers, it cannot be permanently accepted. David's loss of this faith
[és explained inSChapter i] caﬁses him to stumblé temporarily, for loss
of faith is lack of nerve and acceptance to a servile stete in which
we abdicate from our humanity. To live as‘a hunan being is to cherishb
and practice natural’piety. And in the end, this hatural piety C&hich
really conquers the bungliné) can be sustained ohly‘by tl e belief that
the joyous patterns of creation are the will of a Creator whose providen-
tial care enfolds both the external and the internai world.68
A younger William Young than the one‘that‘appears ir "Museums énd

Women" appearé in "A Sense of Shelter." Though but a serior in high

school, he tells Mary Landis that he loves her. They have known ‘each

67. Hamilton, Elements, p. 2k4.

68. Hamilton, Contemporary Writers, pp. 28,29.



other since they were both toddlers. Willfam blunders when he is asked
by Mary, "What do you know about me?" (PF, p. 73) He still hes a
small chance for her love, but because of his innocence he bungles the

chance to win her love.

This awful seriousness of hers; ‘he dissolves it,
'That you're not a virgin.' But instead of making
her laugh this made her face so dead and turned it
away., Like beginning to kiss her, it was a mistake;
in part, he felt grateful for his mistakes. They
were like loyal friends who are nevertheless em- -
bar rassing. 'What do you know about me?' he asked, .
setting himself up for a finishing insult but .
dreading it., He hated the stiff feel of his smile
between his cheeks; glimpsed, as if the snow were.
a mirror, how hateful he looked. (PF, p. 74) -

He had a small chance to keep Mary from keeping her date with aa older
man., Because of his bungling Mary would rather wait i@zihe snov for
the older man than in the warm schoolhouse with ﬁi}liaé;? innbcsnce.is |
no bedfellow for failure, foi it ends in fear rathef tﬁan understénding.
Innocence means unacquaintedness, unfamiliarity, separgtiop fron a¥'
depth of life which ensnares, soﬁls, and insttucts.’ Thé gdnverse of
innocence is harmfulness - the sting of exietencé:conséiously knownﬁand
embraced.69 o |

If ever a protagonist has bungled his way throﬁghilife, it is
Rabbit Angstrom, u:;But how much of this bungling é;n be léidvat'

the feet of the church, community, family, and ffiendé?, Rabbit's pri-

69. LaCourse, p. 513,
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mary error is his failure to recognize reality}as such.’ He séeks per-
fection in an unreal way,land as he does he ruigs the lives of his
wife and mistress. Before marriagg, Rabbit makes iové'to Janice iﬁ a
room borrowed from a friend, a room with silver medallions on the wall-
paper. Janice's shy love and the dreamlike quality Rabbit finls iﬁ the
room with the silver ovals provide him with an exalted areﬁa above the
ordiﬁary world. But when possessing Janice through marriage, e finds
her to be full of human weaknesses. Rabbit's blundering leads him to
believe that Janice will be as she always was iﬁ the room with silver
medallions. Disregarding his vows of marriage he turns to Ruth in his
search for perfection. When he undresses her on their first n: ght to-
gether, he thinks of her as '""a perfect statue, unadorned woman , beauty
home image." (RR, p..T0) His clumsy act of scrubbing her makcup off is
in keeping with the ritualistic and worshipful aspects he wants in the
affair. Rabbit's statement ﬁhat the night is their weéding night is in-
dicative of his desire for ritual and at the same ﬁime it is ¢ omewhat
ironic, for as was the case with Janice the realistic considerztions
which must come after the honeymoon bring doom to the kind of ideal he
envisions in Ruth. Rabbit is twenty-six years old and innocence is not
one of his virtues. | -

The circular window of a church that Rabbit sees from Rutt's’épart-
ment coincides with the image of the silver medalliona on the 1o0m where

he and Janice met, Both images help to show the feeliﬁg of pexfection
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that Rabbit seeks through the two women. Hoﬁever, his efforcs leed to
no perfection. They make Janice ah accidental murderess and Ruth
an unmarried mother-to-be.

Updike's seekers dress their wounds of 1nfatuetion or nascent
manhood with their instinct to objectify their paiﬁ, pealing it off
with the sweet drug of cyncism.7o On the strengeh df’the instinctive
conviction that earth can be truly known only in relation to heaven,
Rabbit i{s called by Eccles a mystic who can give other people faith.
The result is that Rabbit begins to pride himself on being a spiritual
person, superior to othera - to Eccles, for 1natance - who for all his
theological training mﬁst come to him to have his douﬁts rembved.' But
it is to Ruth that he confides his most prized piece ef aequired‘wisdom:
"If you have the guts to be yourself, other people paf«your price."

(RR, p.125) Rabbit at least had the idea he was ecting wrong''but with’
him he's got the idea he's Jesus Christ out to save the world by doing
whatever comes into his head."” (RR, p.125) Ruth aaysithie in an ob-
vious reference that Rabbit 18 only stumbling again in his que:s t.,!

Rabbit even shows desire for Eccles' wife. Rabbit 3oes to Eccles'
house and sees "a little porch imitatihg a Greek temple" and a eoldk

silver room containing '"one of those clocks with a pendulum of four gold'

70. Ibid., pp. 512,513,
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balls that are supposed to run practically forévér." (R}, p. 98)
This certainly gives the impression of a pagan wald,‘with‘iis love
of lucidity and its éspiration toward eterhity. - It is not surprising
that the owner should teke him out among the pégén grove: of the golf
course referred to in Chapter One. Eccles' wife, Lucy, unswers tne
door dressed in orangejpants (orange for Updike syﬁbolizes,passion: as
is seen in the orange lipstick, bikini, and the‘hiﬁpleérof the breastsr
on Carol Constantine in Couples). Rabbit thinks that she is "a fine-grained
Ruth". (RR, p. 99) Yet he again makes a mistake by alajping "a cﬁppmg
hit, rebuke and fond pat both, well-placed Qnyfhébpocket," dftefwards
making a face, "a burlesque of penitence.” ,(gg,;p. 100)

Rabbit blunders at the very beginniné of the’bookfwhen ﬂé leaQési'
his domestic kingdom. He has forsaken the reépdﬁsibilities éf being
a father, son, and husband. He has forgotten his spiritual dﬁties.
The news is repeated: "Where is the Dalai Lama?ﬁﬁ (gg, . 30) Even
when he is reminded by.this radio broadcast to go home, he does not.
Instead of returning home he goes to the greatest failﬁre of the novel,
Tothero. Seeking guidancé, Tothero only leads him to failure. Tothero
introduces him to Ruth, one more step away from ﬁié spiritual duties.
The Christian church in the form of Eccles follows himilite a traffic
cop in a patrol car, after he has made a surreptitious visit home to
fetch some clean clothes. The green groves he héd wanted td reach have

taken the form of Eccles' green car into which he climbs. The car is
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suitably olive green. It promises peace, a peaee that tﬁe world cannot |
give, 1if Rabbit will change into the penitent white.gnfments; 3

Eccles is part of Rabbit's heil on earth, Rabbit is reactingrfer
heaven, but is stuck here on this earth, which has beceme a hell fbr }
him. Kruppenbach tells Eccles that by immersing himself in worldliness
and seeking humane improvement, man cannot enrich his life. For this,
Eceles must give himself to God. Eccles cannot for he 18 ‘a mirister
in the service of an earthly father. But if Eccles 18‘1ncapab1e °§,
giving himself to God, he could at least takeTthe ronte‘pf sebétic&eer.
belief, as Rabbit does. Tﬁia‘may faii,’and it‘will‘Su:ely offeud?the‘
bunglers of the Christian faith, the Phariseee,'buteit£¢an at'leaséa
escape the deadness of dishonesty. Eccles is a stumbling block that
has been placed in Rabbit's quest. He causes Rabbit to flounder for
Eccles is a pharisee himself.

Rabbit is a man of feeling and intuition, not a man‘df intellectual,
abstract expression, He often has difficulty talking about his anxiety
and search. When Eccles asks him about his reasons for deserting his
wife Janice, Rabbit doesn't like being second-rate. Then vhen Eccles
asks him about his belief i{n God and the goal of his search Rabbit an~-
swers, "I do feel, I guess, that somewhere behind all this... thero 8
something that wants me to find it." (RR, p.107) He wants to eecape
the second-rate and to discover the "something" thae Le 1ntuitive1y:
knows must be behind the world, but he is at a loss to'define the;feome-

thing," until with Eccles on the golf course Rabbit hieeia perfecc:shot. ,
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"That's it!" he cries. The physical sense of perfection he gets from
hitting the golf shot exactly right is his imitation - howeve;_secular
- of something more meaningiul than the seéond—iate, mortal world he
inhabits. [+ In his attempt to escape this second-rate life, he stum-
bles many times because he is misguided by fhe pe;p;evéround him.

It might be helpful here to mention a shbrt étory from which Rab-
bit, Run was developed. It is called, "Ace in tne Hole;" ( gigggg

Feathers and other gtories). This story presents:a small town version

of the urban conflict. The setting is Olinger,_»kce fnderson is more
boy than man. A former high-school baskétballlstér;‘Ace has. just been
fired from his Job parking cars. He stops at~hiélﬁother's to pick up
his daughter and ponders how to explain the firing to his ﬁife. Or-
-dinarily his flip indifference carries him throuéh most crises, but
not this one. This time he has gone too far. Heruses tha radio as

a symbol of the sign of urban conflict. Seizing,hié vife, he:dances
avay from his problems; stilling her protests in the rhythm of the
dance. Ace's escape is an uneasy compromise betﬁeen athleéic pride
and responsibility to his wife and daughter. For the mom:nt Ace has
no idea of what to do. Needing contact with others but unable to
make it, he plays the radio and TV incessantlye.. He is in league with

the Spry sign. In this story of conflict between the mechanized pre-~

71. Jomn C. Stubbs, "The Search for Perfectlon in Rabbit, Run,
Critique (Volume 10, 1967), p. 96.
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sent and the family, compromise is fatal. The hell onvearth Ace created
by his bungling. He does this by himself. Ace needs no help, but Rab-
bit 1s helped by the bungleéa themselves. |

Throughout the book, respectable people deplore wh#t they believe
to be the misconduct of Rabbit. He is called a dese:tet'and wﬁoremhster,
but what is their respectability? Perhaps, '"He who ié éithout sin should
cast the first stome." During his first escape, in which he drives
half the night only to find he has followed a circle’ Rabbit stops to
get gas and is lectured on maturity by a man with whiskey on his breath.
Equally suspect are the maxims of his wife's family. Through Mrs.
Springer takes the tone of outraged virtue shé cares less for Janice's
welfare than for the scandal. Tothero doesn't like marital obligation,
though he has been twisted 1nto‘perveraity by his own. When Rabbit re-
pents, his father-in-law rewards him with a steady job selling used cars
with set-back speedometers. Every Sunday people.dreas for church, but
their most influential preacher is the Micke& Mouse maqtef‘of ceremonies
whom Janice watches religiously on television, - Thouéh gociety conspires -
to rout the Rabbit in Angstrom,.it wishes meteiybto drive him into the
mould that it has created in its minds. o

After clapping his hand on the bottom of Mrs. Ecclea, Rabbit is
later shocked when, at the very height of his tepentanée, she returns
his pass. The#e people are responaible for Rabbit's bungling for

their hypocrisy merely explains why Rabbit cannot accept his world.



The hell on earth for Rabbiﬁ is créated by these people and there is no
chance for him to attain a heaven without conforming té their ovefworked
beliefs. Rabbit seeks a higher level thah the church,'coﬁmunity, or
family can offer, |

Rabbit often inadvertently does harm, causes pain, he bumps and
blunders through his life in a pitiful way because he has almost no
sophisticated capacity for constructing intellectual explanations of

72 But in his haphazard manner Rabbit is

himself and his experience.
fighting for life. To run is the author's‘urgent, ironic advice to
his hero, a demanding cry from within his heart. The world as Rabbit
knows it is hurt by hié because it is filled with nothing but oppres-
sions and hurts, and this is the condition which dicta;es his peculiar
kind of isolation. The mistakes in his quest for meaning dictate his
absolute aloneness in a society which knows nothing of"meaning;v The
book emphasizes that man is victimized by life iﬁse1£, and it'remains
for him to seek aalvatidn alone even when that méans'abrejéction fof
human solidarity.73 Ruth's adniration for him,vdespifé/hié miataké§ 
can be seen when she says, "You haven't given up; You;fg still trying." :
(RR, p. 79) |

Another seeker, Joey Robinson, might be described ﬁs an older

72. Arthur Mizner, The Sense of Life (Cambridge, 1964), p. 254.

73. Galloway, p. 36.
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Rabbit Angstrom who conformed to what was expected of him bylhis fﬁmily
and community. He conformed at a young age, but has rﬁn from the ties
that bind him to his birthplace to New York. Joey maffied his first
wife because his mother and the community approved. Vet the marriage
ended in divorce because he failed to live up to his néifitual duties,
yet he has wrongly allowed the farm, his job, his ﬁocher, and his
second wife to keep him from‘being his own man.

In a discussion with Mrs,. Robinson, Peggy hears about ''this un-
expected cruel streak." (OTF, p. 100) As a child he would torment
his toys, '"trying to make them confess. His father thqught it was
the effect of war prop;ganda." (OTF, p.101) Thén there was the way
he treated his pet, a puppy called Mitzi. He would tease her until
she ran and hid in a drainpipe near the chicken shed. One day, having
grown larger, she was unable to tura around in the pip§ and became
stuck. Joey was scared, but finally the dog had the séﬁéé to back
out. All the same, although he was so relieved that Mitzi saved her-
self, whenever he felt a bit mean he would take her down there and:
show her the hole and pretend to pug her in tﬁe pipg again., "1
thought that was ungentlemanly," says Mrs. Robinson. (OIF, p.10l) "
The adult Joey still exhibits his capacity for cruelty, éspecially in
verbal bullying by which he tries to wring a confession from his victim,
dsually Peggy. This feeble attempt at trying to expresé his fréed&m is
only another way in which Joey blunders.

Joey misdirects his emotions when he is jealous of Peggyfs soh;
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Richard. He stumbles in his love making, for Peggy has becone his tool
for sex and not a wife. He has muffed his artistic talent and is now
a man interested only in the material things of life. Because of this
blundering he creates a Lell on earth for himself until the final sec-
tion of the novel whén he is able to see the working relationship that
should exist in marriage.
The problem that Updike raises is whether belief in heaven can
‘persist at all once man has consciously acted in defiance of fhe
right order in creation. Jcey has bungled and never made the decision _
to cut himself off from his childhood Christianity. Once again, it is
Joey's unconscious mind that shows his spiritual éonditioh. His re-
flection about the flowers of the field, recently cut down by the mower.
and growing again, refers on the surface to his sééle of values as an
advertising rnan.r(l+ Joey has been unable to estaﬁlish priorities in his
life. "I'm thirty-fiie end I've been through hell and I don't see why
that old lady has to have such a hold over me. It's ridiculous. It's‘
degrading.” (OTF, p. 38) Joey, while spending his days in the service
of advertising dollar distribution, had sold cheaély the most‘valuable
assets in life: his poetic gifts, his capacity for work, his responsi-

bility to wife and child:z'en.75

But most damaging of ell, he has stum-
bled into accepting the value of everything in terms of possessing

something "big." Understanding that Joey cannot see both Peggy and

Th. Hamiltons, Elements, p. 198.

75. Ibide, pe 197
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the farm at once, and certain that’he will part with the land to keep the
expensive property he has married, Mrs. Robinsoﬁ‘plead"al',vit.h 'h:lm, ','Jbey, ,
when you sell my farm, don't sell it cheap."l (OTF, §;1é7)f Joey féplies;
"Your farm? I've always théught of it as our farm.“’ (ng;mp§£éf)’AJoey
has achieved a peace of sorts hetween the farm, his ﬁothgr; and Peggy.

Piet Hanema is a seeker that visits more boﬁdoifs;than any othert
df Updike's protagonists. In his quest for God, he_éégks refuge iﬁ the
body of a woman. He creates the traditional Updike heil‘on earth for
himself by ignoring the heaven that is at home; Angela; Pieﬁ has ﬂeaﬁenf‘
at his fingertips. Heibungles by being unable to diéc;ver it# :

‘Tarbox is a symbol for a fallen world - a world that has ﬁlunged
into the depths of moral despalir. Piet trips from heayeh"when he ﬁaa
sexual intercourse with Georgene Thorne. He goes from hea;ren ﬂto héll
in one step; from the bed of Angela to the sunporch of:Geofgene; Siﬁ-
ting in church he recalls his fear of Freddy Thorme "with his hyena ap-
petite for dirty truths," thinking how through his aﬁultgry éith Freddy's
wife he has "placed himself in bondage to him." :(g,.p;f26) And yet, in
a sense, Freddy is not of the world. His 1ncere;ts ﬁr; énﬁihely‘spirit- :
ual. His work simply confirms him in his belief thatbéhe vhoie of naturé
is polluted and decaying and that earthly existénce‘is‘ohe désperate §ndf‘f
futile effor; to postpone death.76 ‘His preocéﬁpatiop with‘tﬁe 1deahof

sex springs from a conviction that sexuality 13 the sole distinguishing

76. 1bid., p. 229.
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mark of humanity and the only refug; from despair. théically thé dis-
tinguishing marks of animality are lacking in‘him. ﬁeiiéses his h;ir
early, and he appears to have no teeth. Becaﬁse:of hiﬁ‘épiritualiéy,
he is deeply attracted to Angela. She talks to him‘in‘préfcfence to
any of the others. Angela's pleasure in Fréddy‘s coﬁpapy infuria;es'
and puzzles Piet. Piet, the carnal man's prototype;'degpiéfs the\den-
tist for his lack of animal spirits, while he feérs him becruse as_be
teils Angela, "he threatens my primitive faith." (Q, é.éié)

Piet is called in to advise about repairs to the ﬁhitmnn house, He .
stumbles this time from the thorn td the fox. R;nar&,_che fox of Aeség'e
Fables, was a wily and crafty animal. So is Foxy Wﬁitﬁan., From Angela,
Foxy is able to take Piet and the house that Angela haéior;ginhllyzwanted.
Foxy is pregnant when she first meet§ Plet, Sheftellsﬁhimythat heé ambi-

i

tiog in life was to be pregnant. Her husband, Kén, is set up as akfdil
to Piet. Ken is soulless, sexless, and scientific. Plet is the oééositel‘
of these. . :
Piet falters once more by Becoming jealous of Pbti‘s‘undisguiséd
admiration for Ben Sal;z. Foxy has had a Jewiah?lover ﬁéf§r§ he: m;rriage
to Ken, Ben is a trueJew. On the night of Johanehneéy'é-uﬁsassiégtion
the couples have a black-tie party at the Thofneé' hbuée, ‘Piet misses
 Foxy and Ben, and imagines that they may be outside magiégllove.'

Piet makes‘atill another‘error‘by foraakingathévfdx for Beatrice,

Bea Guerin, as she attempts to guide him to paré&ise.‘%ﬁué Lea is barren.
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She i3 no guide, just a tool to be used when the animal instinct must A
be satisfied. Plet goes back to the fox. On their firat ﬁueting after
the birth of her child, he seduces her and she ctncéivés. In theit ‘
panic, they turn to Freddy Thocne for help. He is Ablé‘tb help them
find an abortionist. There follous a rathér absurd tuft of plot that
seems straight out of the old-time melodrama. All bttttwitling hit mus-
téche, Freddy agrees to help them in exchange for a nighthinfbed with
Angela. Angela is the one woman in the couples vho hag‘nevcr entetéd
the communal bed. Without question, Angela consentt. '6ne nightfit a
ski lodge after the Thornea and Henemas have had too nuch to drink,
Angela suddenly says, '"Well, ia this the night?" (C, p.382) Georgene,
helpless, furious, goes to her room. Angela busées Piet fordly and pre- ‘
pares to go upstairs with Freddy. In his bungling way Piet asks, "Fred- ‘
dy, should you get your toothbrush or anything?"; (c, p 383) In sleep,
angel and fallen angel "parailel floated toward dawn, their faces slacker
than children." (C, p.390) The picture of Freddy and Angela sleeping |
peacefully together remind us that though spiritual gcod and ev11 cannot
mix {Freddy camnot perform sexually with Angeld), yet they can o-exiat.7?
It is in the ambiguous realm where flesh and épirit miﬁgié that the:tﬁo
forces are locked in conflict, : .

The 1ife of the couples in Tarbox, and the progressive detotioration
of their ideals of 'truth and fun,” witness to the truth that no coupling

of man and woman can bring happiness or restore humanity to paradise,

77. 1bid., p. 230.
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since the essential relationship one must find is that of flesh td_,
spirit within each individua1.78 Men and women can be partrers in this
quest, either to help or to hinder.

When burying his daughter's dead hamster, Piet is struck by the
fact of its being a male. The hanmster was let out of the ctge by one
of his daughters and was killed by a cat. So Piet himself is not éon-
tént to stay within the '‘cage' of marriage, but must go falteringly:
about like thé hamster and be struck down by a hunting énimnl strong
in tooth and claw. Freddy has already remarked to Foxy that. she has
strong teeth. He does not say nice or good teeth. The death of the
hamster 18 only one kind of death in Tarbox for death pervadés thefe.

Piet télle Foxy, "God doesn't love us any more. ﬁéiloves Russia,
He loves Uganada. We're fat and full of pimples and alﬁaya whining for
more candy. We've fallen from grace." (C, p;élé) This is death for
a man who has tasted death. Yet he continues to create a hell on earth
and bungle as he driﬁks Foxy's lemongde and finds ic'nét sweet enough
fof his taste. Almost immeaiateiy, she invites him to kisa her; so she
becomes his lemon. Sex and candy have become assimilated to each'o:her
in Tarbox. After Foxy's abortion, as Freddy drives her away, Piet looks
downward and sees, "a condom and candy wrapper..; pdired in the exposed
gutter." (C, p.397) The old station wagon thaﬁ Piet uses for his work,

and which he leaves parked outside the Whitman place, carries 'Wash me"

78. 1Ibid.
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* drawn into the dirt on its tailgate. Piet cerried with him the memory

‘of the stain of sin;and the ﬁeed for forgiveness. His bungling has
created a hell for him that éannot be made into a heaven. 'But even

as he pleaded he kneﬁ it was no use, and took satisfaction in this know-

: ledgé, for he was loyal to the God Who mercifully excuses us from
pleading. Who nailsfﬂis joists down firm and ro ds the universe with
order." (C, p.41B)

It is interesting to note the streets of Tarbox. Hope Street and
Charity Street meet at riéht angles. Divinity Street (faced by the
churches) move at right angles to Charity.Street. So faith, the third

: ( _
of the theological virtues, was central at first, Freddy Thorne has
his office on Diiinity Street. Hanema and Callagher have establ;shed
;heirs on Hope Street. When Piet hears on the telephone the news of
Foxy's being p-egnant by him he looks across Charity Street. Tarbox
ﬂéeemed a sacrad spﬁce, where one could build and run and choose, fram
which he was estranged." (C, p.2i2) Of the four cardinal virtues,
Prudence and Temperancé survive as streets. But Justice and Fortitude
are absent. Piet feels the lack. He feels it when in looking up de-
tails oE‘colonial carpentry in order to furrish a local restaurant in
antique style, he ié "demoralized."” (C, p.262) He feels it as he
senses his faith ebb away-from him, The phrases,'Thou shalt not covet"
and "whoever lusteth in his heart" mergé with a dream of a big new plane,
a luxurious je:r, plgnging ta earth while its passengers sit quietly in-

different. "Hu'has”patronized his faith and lost it. God will not be
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used. Death stretched endless under him." (C, p;271)f Piet has
bungled his heavenly bliss on earth and other§ sit quiétly by as“
he plunges himself into the fire of hell on earth. But 1t is not
only Piet that has bungled; it is the entire éommunity of Tarbox.
They all have bungled their spiritual duties to spouse, to each other,
and to God. At the end of the book, the Congregational church is de-
sttoyed by fire as the book of Revelation has prophesiéd that the
earth will be destroyed for th: second time. Of the church fire sll
that is left is the old tin weathercock, as when the second destruétion ‘
of the earth only God ﬁ;ll remiin to look over the ruins. 'The wages
of sin are death."

In order for the teachers of Updike's protagoniété to be able
to teach, they must have made many mistakes in their lives also. As
has been stated before, Updike picks everyday people for his protagonists,
and this must make them fellow sufferers with the initiates and thé seek-
ers, But the quality that the teachers have is the ab;lity to guide
. others around their own blundering. If the teachers ate successful, the
initiates and seekers will be able to make a better life here on earth
and will be successful in their grasp for heaven. Rabbit's teachers
were all false teachers. Joey would not accept his teachers. Plet
lived in a demoralized society whose entire time was devoted to fun and
games.

Peter Caldwell is more fo:tunate than the others for hevhas a

teacher who is willing to teach him the truth. What George Caldwell



teaches Peter is love., This love is the same type of ibve that God-
gives his children. God is a reality for George, but hot‘for Petgr.
"When man can no longer look up, he looks in and out and becomes de-
pendent upon himself and others. He sees the destructive cunsequénce
of selfishness and of a morality imposed from without.i At this point,
the moment of love is possible, a moment that is often'the resolution
of an Updike novel."79

George does not bungle as much as he thinks he does. 1Ile 13 a
middle-aged man who has expended all of his energy and believes that
all that is left for him is death. "I was a minister's son. I was
| brought up to believe, and I still believe it, that God made Man as
the last best thing in His Creation. If that's the case, who are this
- time and tide that are so almighty superior to us?" (IC, p. 52) 1Im

"Pigeon Feathers" David Kern comments that he has so often heard his

father say, ""This reminds me of death"” (PF, p.'91) that he has never

stopped to consider what it meant. In "Pigeon Feathers' and The Centaur

the father constantly refers to ﬁia own death aé "getting the garbage
out of the way." (IC, p.vh2) George was "rarély a fo;ﬁally hunorous
man.”" (TC, p. 39) Speaking about life as garb#ge is éeriously meant,
if casually uttered. There is in him a deep piety that never forgets

the Christian God (as Chiron never forgets Zeus); yet his searching

95

honesty, directed by his scientific training, will not;allaw him to rest

79. Richard D. Leban, "Fiction: The 1930's to the Present," American

Literary Scholarship, An Annual/1967 (Durham, 1969)," p. 203.
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in an untroubled faith such as his father-in-law, Pop Kramer,'poSsesses-
- and far less in the guasi-Greek belief in the ﬁsoul” of' nature that
his wife entertains.eo The experience_of the first tvo days described
in the novel impress on him how all life is decaying «nd how death preéses
in from the extremities of existence o the center. I'ailure, fear, death,
and sex seem to take one decaying mass. -A drunk accosts them, hugging
Peter and accusing George ol being "an old lech" lifting boys off the
street. The drunk then jeers, “Are you ready to die?" (IC, pe 121)
Escaping to a hotel, Caldwell explains to the clerk that they need
shelter but have no money. After taking the strangers in ,the Samaritan
clerk dies during the night.

George's bungling is done so his pupils will benefit from it. Hé ‘
cannot keep the necessary discipline in his classroom. All the same
he does teach and the impact of his teaéhing retﬁrns in the form of
ex-students lauding him; "f,s the science instructor at Olinger High,
Caldwell thinks himself a feilure, though he is such @ success that,
years after they have studiéd with him, people still recail his crucial
effect on their lives. Yretending to hate his students, Caldwell 'in
effect gives them his life - suffering ingratitude, administrative inter-
ference, and his wife's Ciscatisfaction with a teécher's salary - s0 as

to minister to the mind end heart of youth."81 Although George insists

80. Hamiltons, Elements, p. 167.

81. Samuels, pp. 15,16.
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that he is useless as a father, also, it is he who protects Peter's body
and nurtures his soul. It ié the Jjob of the teacher to keep‘his students
Trom blundering in life. George does ngt recognize the fact that he has
given Peter this greatest of all lessons.

The hell that George creates is within the confinés,of~his mind only.

George is constantly on a mental trip from the earth ti‘the stars. Updike

helps to see this via the mythological stofy of‘Chiron, an interpretation.
of the relationship bétween Peter and George on aﬁother level, a transcén-
dent one. On this level the fact of death is séen not merely}as a personal
proﬁlem for the individual, but as a cosmic quéstion demanding an answer

as to how biological exictence meshes with the life and death-of the
spirit.82 And Man's concciousness of death as an‘evil is probed in con-
nection with human responsibility before God, where the willing sacrifice

of one's life for others may prove to be the way of bringing life out of

-

death. "Rabbit, Run describes the consaquences of choosing to live in the

—

aesthetic sphere. The Centaur goes on to examine life lived in the moral-
religious sphere, which ior'Kierkegaard is reached only by those willing
to exercise freedom of ckoice and accept'the discipline of suffering,
sacrifice, and death."83 | |

As his father despairs of existence, Petér rejoices in his, drift-

ing through the innocence oi first love. He does not kmov "it, but the

82. Hamiltons, Elements, p. 159.

83, Ibid. .



kind of love that he feels for Penny and later for Vera, will one cay
free him from his father; however, in his confusioﬁ; his love for his
father and his love for Penﬁy have somehow become the séme.s4 Ultimate-~
ly, after contending with a series of maddening frustration -- includ-
ing a broken drive-shaft, a snow-storm, and tire-chains that will not
go on ~- Peter and his father spend two nights and ﬁhree days togéther
in Olinger. When they fin#lly return home neither knows much more about
the other than he had before, but each is somehow more sharply conscioué
of what the other means,

In the final chapteg George is overwhelmed by a vision of the yoid:
"the monstrous tumble of aborted forms and raging giants that composed
the sequence of creation: a ferment sucked from the lipless yawn of Chaos,
the grisly All-father....His wise mind gaped helplessly ajar under this
onruns of horror and he prayed now for only.the blessing of ignorance,
of forgetting." (IC, p.219) The snowy landscape suggests the cmptiness
of 1ife in the absence of transcendent values. Yet spring exisis even
in the dead of winter; the small buds are there on the leafless branches.
George remembers his childhood, when walking with his father through the
streets of Passaic, he had heard from a saloon "a poisonous lauﬁhtef that
seemed to distill all the cruelty and‘blasphemjvin the world, and he won-
dered how such a noise could have a place under the sky of his father's

God." (gg; p.220) His father, feeling the boy's fear and concern, had

84. Vereen Bell, "A Study in I'rustration," Shenandoah (Volime 4, Summer
1963), p. 71. : D , ,
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smiled dom at him and said, “All joy belongs to the Lord." (IC, p. 220)
This is tie beginning of the final revelation to George, of the nature
of immortality: "Only goodness lives, but it does live." (IC, p. 220)
It is this revelation whiéh makes it possible for man to accept the
fact that he must die. Immortality is not an indefinitely prolonged
physicalvexistence; this, as in the case of Chiron, would be endless
torment. Immortality is the iﬁheritance, enrichment, and bequest ox
moral and spiritual values.85 Peter, 1like so many students, fails to
grasp entirely what his father has done for him. His father has helped
him from stuﬁbling in the initiate stage and when he narrates the novel
he is at:the secker levei. Peter has stuck to the values of creative
a:t3 but he ié only a second-rate abstiact expressionist. He is living
in:a smail apafﬁmentvwith a Negro mLstreés in Greenwich Village. Like
thé‘seekérs,‘he-is trying to find a re’uge in sex. He wants to make
pééce wiﬁh a present so much less brilliant than he had anticipated,
Buf the teacher cannot be heldresponsible for what the student does
with what he has beeh‘taught. The teacher presents the material and
the student must be able to take the initiative. Just as George is sure
that Zimmerman is moving to destroy hiri, the principal says, "You'ie
a'good teacher." (IC, p. 187)

Henry Bech is much like George Caldwell in that both are middle-

85. Howard Harper, Jr., DF, p. 178.



aged and seem to have exhausted all of theilr energy in thei: work.
Bech, like George, feels that his work has-beén futile; Unlike George,
Bech does not have a captive audience like a classroom or a son. Bech
does go to a college in Virginia to teach and lecture for twvo days, but
this can hardly be called a captive audience since all of the students
are there by choice. Por Bech his classroom is the world. Like his
feliaw Updike protagonists, he is searching for éomething, the inspira-
tion for the one great book that will make his name irmortal. This may
seem a paradox to the reader for the teacher to be searchinj; while they
are actually to instruct the scekers, Bech is a teacher in search of
something that he may give his students that will justify his job as a
teacher of the world, |

In his search for this inspiration, Bech flourishes througn the
Iron Curtain countries, several mistresses, and even marijuana. Updike
says of Bech that "his own writing had sought to reach out from the
ghetto of his heart toward the wider .expanses across the Hudson; the
artigtic triumph of American‘Jewry lay..." (BAB, p. 5) During his
search Bech creates a hell within his mind. "There is no value but
you hold within yourself,” (BAB, p. 18) Bech tells one of his pupils,
the Russian guide Kate. Further proof that Bech has created this hell
can be seen in this passage: ''At any rate, it seemed to Bech, as he
skidded into sleep, that his artiastic gifts had been séuﬁndered in the

attempt to recapture that moment of stinging precision." (J'AB, p. 38)
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As a creative artist and a teacher, Bech has a message for his class,
but has been unable to get it across. _ ‘7

Like George Caldwell, Bech is afraid of deaﬁh._ George is afraid of
death in a despair of possessing faith, while Bech is afraid that his
death will come before the great artistic work. Bech's work has steadi-
ly declined both in quality and in sales. With obvidua refcfence to his
cre#tor, Bech feels himself in danger of "eclectic‘spxuality‘and bravura
narcissism."” (BAB, p. v) Like Updike in Couples, "his seaich for plain
truth" carries him '"further and further into treacherous reulms of fan-
tasy.”" (BAB, p. 50) As Updike's essential teacher, Bech equates the
needs of soul and heart. "He had loved, briefly or long, with or with-
out consummation, perhaps a dozen women; yet all of them, he nov saw,
shared the trait of approximation, of narrowly missing an gudisclosed
prototype." (BAB, p. 139 Although he has written an essay concerning
"the orgasm as perfect memory"-he finds love a mystery§ the mystery of
being "what are we remémbering?" (BAB, p.;68) Ironically it is remem-
bering what we never had. "Actuali;y is a running impéverishment‘of
possibility" (BAB, p. 69)5 therefore, the only'truly desir:ble inspira-
tion is the one we don't get. Meeting a gentle, intelligent poetéss in
Bulgaria, Bech experiences perfect love. Putting this novel beside the
short story "The Persistence of Desire,'" one has Updike's besic notion
about love: '"either it enshrines a lost past or projects ar unattain-

able future; in the present, it withers. So does faith."86

86. Samuels, p. 31l.
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Bech does not realize that throughout his eeerch for,inspirationx
he has been teaching the world. He has made meny?false:moyes.ibut :
great teachers teach not only.from the book, but from_experieace. As
the seekers of Updike cannot reach heaven, the teeeher cen. 'As‘Calduell
is able to gain a peace with death, so Bech is able to reach the heaven
of writers when he is elected to the Academy of Arts and Sciences. Bech 's
teaching has not been in vain. |
. 0f all the protagonists of Updike, John F. Hook isithe one that doee
not stumble. He probably has blundered earlier’inyhis lire, nut now he
has come to the time of life that his only Jjob 1is to teach ‘those that
are still fumbling. The main -reclpient of hlS teachings 13 the thin-
skinned and ignorent director of the. cOunty poorhouse, Conner. Conner ’
is a disciplesof the rationalistic order, and thus the main representative
of institutionalized programming. In Conner all the fantasy-possessed |
young men of the short stories are combined and given a public form, ‘k:;-
an official respectability.87 A maaor irony of the novel is that the
primly scientific Conner'cannot help regarding himself as a primitiVe :f
deity, seeking chumminess with the members. When the poor pelt him.with
stones, he sees himself a5 a betrayed Christ. "As memoer of a groun,ﬁ»
MAN is twisted, incomplete, and at odds with himself. On y those with—’
out social identity have pezsonal identity. Psychologica]ly those out—

side the poorhouse would be better off within it."sa Conner, like the

B7. Ward, 'dohn Updike's Fiction," pe 3.

88. Ibid. - ST
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townspeople, seeks in vain external comforts, -~ sex, money,‘and powér.

Unfortunately, Conner has been born t00 1ateifor the kind of life
he should have preferred: "ne envied the first rationalists their
martyrdom and the first reformers their dragons of reaction and sel-
fishness." (TPF, p. 47) The nature of Conner's administrative post
would suggest impartial conducte Indeed, he feels that_impar%iality
is a "erucial virtue." He frequently fails to pfactice this. He en-
‘courages an informer in the midst of the old people, alloving the man
benefits not available to the others, and he has clear partiality for
inmates who were once wealthy or well-educafed. Despite Hdok;s educa-
tion, Conner is angered by his defense of the cacept of heaven and.the
administrator quickly yields to the desire "to pin his antagonist‘againgn

the rocks that underplay ais own philosophy." (IPF, p. 48 )

Conner is the only two dimensional figure érgated by Updiké in
this world of three-dimensional characterse. Updike seems to regaid:
Conner with disﬁaste, in fact with such distaste that he wakes him i
merely an object-lesson inétead of a human being.§ Conner is drawn ﬁith-
out one creditable feature or amiable eccenfricity. He,wnlks the ﬁéy
to .hell with good intentions. He is a humanist ﬁiﬁhout kmowledge of
humanity except as a sentimeatal ideal. He is a believer in the ad-
vancement of the bureaucrati: hierarchyok'He céﬁnéf cénéeive ‘that the
way things.are is more important than the» Vayvhe éeeé them, or that

there is more to heaven aad =arth than his philosophy allows. His ig-
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norance of nature and of man is compounded in his utter lack of sélf-‘
knowledge. Self-convinced of his good-will toward the‘old folk in his
charge and the injustice of their hostility toward him, he looks down
from his office window and says, "Damm these people." (IPF, p.18 )
| Conner regards Hook as a trouble-maker and blames him for the ston-
ing incident. Actually Hook 1s a wise old man, despite his love of windy
oratory, and speaks of Conner with kindness and genercsity to chg other
inmates. At the end of the bock, Hook compassionately désires to save
Conner from spiritual orphanhood by placing in his hands some accomoda-
tion to the limits of mortality and the agonizing fact bf death. The
wisdom of the past has become incommunicable, and the lﬁnk betwcen gen-
erations has been permanently sundered. Like all students Conner has the’
choice of accepting or not accepting the teéchings of tﬁe teacher. Con-
ne#bungles when he does not accept what Hook is attempting to tell him, . .
"There is no goodness without belief. There is nothing bﬁt busyness."
(TPF, p. 81) L

Updike sees his protagonists as blundering.through‘this life in a
quest, It is through this blundering that the‘protagonist reinfofces
his faith or has the courage to continue the search. _The initiates learn
from experience and Become seekers. vThe seekeré learn from blundering
that the hell that has been created here on earth willyénly improve,if»l. 
they continue in their quests. Along the way of life the seekers will

be guided by the teachers. It is only through faith that the scekers

will become teachers.
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CHAPTER III -

The Protagonist as Modern Mén

Modern man is rather an ambiguous concept, ﬁut thére are certain
characteristics which are commonly applied to,twentieﬁh centﬁry men,
Updike dwells at length on a few of these characterietics. Most
prominent among these are (1) fear of death and religion, (2) alien-
ation from man, (3) sexuality and religion, and (4) boredom with
what he and his fellow modern man have created.

The protagonists of Updiké suffer from the sickness of modern
living: rising, meal, riding to work, four hours of work, meal, foﬁr
hours of work, riding from work, neal, televisioﬁ, andﬂsleep. Within
modern society, the man who is blessed with this sickness feeis that
he is separated by these things and people thar surround him. The
malaise of alienation is omne which Updike seems to aﬁtribute to the
inabiiity of twentieth century man to recognize the universe'of things

89 The more modérn man tries to know himself in isola-

surrounding him,
tion from his environment, the gfeatei becomes his capaéity for self-
deception and the wider becomes the guilt that‘separates him from his
fellow man, and leaves him in frightening loneliness. This loncliness
often leads to alienation from society in modern‘man's ﬁind.‘ Modern

man, like Updike's protagonists is alone in a crowd. A more common

form of acceptance (of this lonelinesg) is the resignation to permanent

89, Hamiltons, Elements, p. 62,
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alienation from public values, as in Baldwin's David, Mailer's .iipsters,

9 Some of Updike's

Updike's Rabbit, and all of Salinger's protagonists.
protagonists have made a separate peace, but it is an uneasy trice arrived
at in full awareness of its costs and conseduences. They havé tittle
faith in social action.

Updike's skill is employed in presenting us with a piéture of
modern lives gset in a complex yet orderly universe where to be Luman is
to be creatively involved with mysteries. In his estimate of the well-
spent life, he allows little weight to mere cleverhess br stren;.th of
will. Rather the varieties of intelligence and stupidity, on the one
hand, and the boldness and the timidity on the other, occupy hi: atten-
tion a good deal as he makes his writer's repoft upon humanity. Ulti-
mately, however, not knowledge and power but wisdom andbfaith are for
him the harvest of the years. Faith is the positive‘relationship engen-
dering stability and tranquility: faith between persons, between maﬁ
and all creation, between man and His Creator. And the prese¥vation of
faith through suffering and temptétion brings the achievement of wisdom,
a vision of reality bringing with it the reward df endﬁfing joy. Often |
in his writings the ommipresence of un-faith in.adult’world 18 countered
only by a cherished memory of childhood conviéﬁiéns gffirm;ng'lifq And

love. Because a sense of place is the chief tactical advantage we can

90. Harper, DF,:p:.193



108

Updike's sharp awareness of modern American is everywhere in his
works. Upon returning froﬁ a year in Europé one of his heroes Tinds
American cars, ‘'bunched 1ike grapes and as blatantly colored as'birds
of paradise... were outrageous, but made sense,” ("Home", FF, p; 109)-
and as he drives through the American countrysidé,‘Vthe dear stucco
hot-dog stands, the beloved white frame houseg,:théfferveﬁtly stocked
and intimately cool drugstores unfurled behind éér;ﬁindows_smeared
with sullen implications of guilt, disappéintﬁeﬁt,vapoldgy, and lost
time." ("Home", PF, pe 112) There has~beéﬁ g'fighfing within Updike
between the aesthetic delight of his cultivat}@'ﬁﬁméﬁisfié Belf'in
complex forms and ingenious verbal'patfernswaﬁd h;sfcommitmEnx to the
everyday, hcmely American life that iSFfilled with inexpréssiblé trans-
cendent significance for him.92 Once neighﬁorléfintimac&‘;n'the small
community is left behind, ceremony becomes a }bfééﬁﬁén iaﬁguage; There
needs to be a recognition of continued humaﬁity: }E§éhva éét éhbuld nét
be left by a human being to die disregarded, br&huhénvbiffh has not
significance, as Updike points out in "Packéd‘Dirt,‘Churchéoing, A Dy-
ing Cat, A Traded Car."

There are no figures of real evil in Updike{asfiction; only a few
‘misguided Conners and Zimmermanse FEub it isvjﬁsﬁépossible that Updike
is right, that evil is accidental and inhereht iﬁ‘fﬁe scheme of things,

and may even arise from a misgulded righteousness. = Updike shows that

92. Mizener, p. 252,
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man achieves goodness by wanting the freedom of others, and by ﬁpselfiah
love. Morality, insofar as it is imposed from outside, is meapingleaa.

Beginning with Rabbit, Run and the stories in the second half of

Pigeon Feathers and Other Stories, Updike began to deal w{th contempo-

rary problems in a much more compelling way. As haﬁ been;exniained ear-
lier, he drew the settings and characters of his earlier works from his
own experience. The difference is felt in the depfh of his search
for its ultimate meaning. A consideration of his fiction will show his
deepening concern with modern man,

The Poorhouse Fair ia an anti-utopian novel set in New Jeréey'about

the time of George Orwell's 1984. But Updike's society of;1984.iebcloser

to Aldous Huxley's Brave New World tham to Orwell's totalitarian night-

mare. The home is a microcosm of society as a whole. Oniy'aft§r ;hgir
exile to the poorhouse do these Americans recognize;the'vdid frém which
their formerly busy lives had shielded them, Conner,ﬂthefﬁmnage:; is a
liberal idealist, "a man dedicated to a dynamic vision: -ﬁhatvof man liv?
ing healthy and unafraid beneath blank skies, 'inteéraced?ﬁ as the accep-
fed had it, 'with his fulfilled possibilities'.”" (TIPF, p.ﬁh7)_ ﬁeapite
Conner's idealism and dedication, he makes one blunderingwmictage after
another with his elderly guests. He 1s out of tou;b with, their real
needs and interests., His failure is cymholic of ﬁhg fdilg#g of-the wgi-
fare state as established by modern man. The old peopié é@rg\mo;e aboﬁt

spiritual things than social security. Their at;entionniﬁffdcuﬁed upon |
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the ultimate fact of life which looms larger now than anyVothér‘and'
which £ills them with anxiety.

The fundamental anxiety for modern man is not that_hé will exist
or cease to exist, but whether he is loved. Only in being loved will
he find external corraboration of the supremely bigg:value each ego
secretly assigns itself. The theme of the novel is one cgﬁcerngd with
religion entirely outside the context of love. Thoﬁgh Be# in ﬁﬁe
future, it is only an exaggerated version of the present,93 1f the
modern secularism, symbolized by Conner, continues, thian%s whaé mod-
ern society will become.: This society is more concerned bithfmaterial
things rather than apiritual values., Updike may have éhaéen‘thé-namé;
Conner, to be symbolic of the secular con men vho are»déﬁtiﬁing-modern
man of spiritual depth and weaning at the same time they Are enﬁdnciné
their physical comfort. Despite his intelligence, organizational abili-
ty, and genuine dedication to these old people, Conneg,fails because he
does not know their real needs. Because the lives #f thé aged residents
are no longer filled with the routine details of their fdfmef obqﬁpqtions.
families, neighborhoods, churches and other interests, theirs attention
ts focused upon the ultimate fact of life which looms larger now than
any other, and which fills them with anxiety. Conner's éociéliéﬁ givés

no reason for death. He is proud of being a rational, practical man,

93. Samuels, p. 31.
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and he cannot coﬂsider seriously a concept 60 irrational and impractical
" as that of the eﬁistcnce of a soul. In the heat of an argument with

, uook, Connet contends that "We ve oifced the body in a dozen directions,
looking for a aoul. Instead wa've found what? A dog's bones, and ape's
glands, a few quqrto of sea water, a rat's nervous system, and a mind
that ia actgélly a set of electrical circuits." (IPE, p. 80)

As secularisn beeks to deprive men of suffering, it also threatens
to deprive thenm of all emotion. Even when Conner achieves a stranmge
sort. of martyrdom, he 1acks the belief that would lend it dignity. Some
critics have compared him no St. Stephen during the stoning and others
ag an anti-Chriat,,but‘regardlesn his apostleship is sterile.

For all of mddern man's hatred of imperfectiony he is nostalgic

~about the pasc. This is the cause of the annual poorhouse fair, where
"a keén nub%ersive need" is demonstrated “for objects that showed the
tracé of a hand;f;hether'in an irregular scam, the crescent cuts of a
chisel, or dents ;f a forge hammer."” (TPF, p.28) But while purchasing
these arcif@cto, modérn society cheats the artisans. Hook formulates
the result of modern malaise when he says that having lost religién, the
human’ family will ultimately decline: "As the Indian once served the
elusive deer he hunted, man once served invisible goals, grew hard in
such service and ﬁursuit, and lent their society and indispensable tem-
per. Impotent to provide this tempering salt, men would sink lower than

women a8 indeed they had. Women are the heroes of dead lands." (TPE, p.l1ll)

"If they do’this when the wood is green, what will happen when the
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wood is dry?" (Luke 23:31) Modern society has taken the sap from the
‘1ives. of théée old;peopleibecause thgy have sent them to the home and
have forgdtgen abBut thenm, . Mbdern society has tufned frém Christ, who
recognized man's deeées: ééeds as being spiritual. Modern society thinks
only in terms of tangible‘and rational things. As the symbol of modern
secularism, Conner b#iiévea that heaven will be built here on earth by
man, and thgf‘thefe ;é no immortality of the soul. For him the creation
is meéninglebs, eécape as man puts meaning into it. He ridicules Hook's
notions ofiéhe 1nﬁeritan§e of sin and virtue, and‘of the efficacy of hu-
man sﬁfferigé.' Bﬁt'Hook; like the great teacher he still is, denies that
man i; the qeasuxé‘éf all things. 'There is no goodness without belief."
(TPF, p;'gt) vThefévmnst be faith in man's life. However, irrational and
nnsciéntific chatffaith hay be, it offers what modern society's humanism
does not} "E‘bridge over the great existential void."94

Georgé‘Caldwellkié g.bersonification of modern man ~ worried about
cancer, gro;éry bills, decaying tgeth, parental responsibility, and the
power’of autpority aé represented by Zimmerman. But the asset that sets
George apart from some of the other Updike protagonists is love. George
maintains the abiiity to keep on going and loving in a world where no

pleasant rewards encourage his struggles. Although he is finally mesmer-

- 1zed by the thought of death, he continues to radiate a quality of life

94. Harper, DF, p. 165.
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and energy which affects even those who scorn him as’an incompetent
nuisance. The old enemies of rationalism and orthodoxy again emerge
as the protagonist's major opponents.

Mythological references in The Centaur illustrates the narrowness
and mediocrity‘of the modern environment and suggest the overriding, uni-
versal significance of the human struggle.95 The mythology is a view of
Updike's belief in the human condition that man is neither god nor beast,
but is something of both. Chiron's heaven is not the Christian one. - It
is the home of irrational and capricious ébds who have méde him their
victim. Yet he asﬁires to an order beyond tﬂé chaog‘of Oljmyus; The -
gods have faith in him for they have entrusted him to teach their child-
ren. The story of creation that Chiron tells in which "Love se£ the uni-
verse in motion," is quite poetic, but like Georgé's lecture on evolution,
there is an unhappy ending. The Titans are overthrown by ﬁhe irrational
violence of the gods, Just as Caldwell's rationai'explanation of man
is drowned in the rising tine of irrationalityvin’his clégsroom;

The scene in the classroom is symbolic of the human condition it-
self; man, aspiring to reason and harmony and’peéce is constantly torment-
ed by insanity and chaos and conflict.96 Modern man is, as Updike's epi-

graph from Karl Barth says, 'the creature on the boundary betweén»heaven

95. Galloway, p. L46.

96. Harper, DF, p. 176.
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and earth." There is much made throughout the book of the oonf1;ct
between heaven and earth. As has already been mentioned in tho previ-

ous paragraph is Chiron's mythical story of evolution, Uronus, the per-~
sonification of the heavens and father of the Titans, was dethroned and
emasculated by his son Kronoa, a Titan, who in turn_was_dethrongd‘by .
Zeus. Chiron sees the whiteness of the earth, covered byfthe snow, as
symbolic of the infertility of Gaia (Earth the consort’ of Uranus) caused
by the emasculation of Uranus; the irrevocable estrangomeoé ofﬁﬂeaven

and Earth hasheft a curse upon all their children, ''Sky, emasculate,

had flung himself far off raging in pain and left his progeny to

parch upon a white waste that stretched its arms from sunriae co sunset,"
(TC, p. 219 This hopeless estrangement of heaven opd earth,‘og,the ideal
and the actual, is the bitter truth from which George‘isrg;yingfto protect
Peter. George senses in Peter, as Chiron had in his daugﬁter Ooyrhoe, the
suffering inherent in the confrontation of an 1ntelligoot'and aénsitive
nature with an irrational and callous world. Like Caldweil, modern man
wants to shield his children from bitter realities also; Yet, George's
concern not only reaches Bis son, it embraces all’of humoﬁity.k;’

George is ready to give his gift to everyone he meets, witb no
thought of the merit of the recipient of the'cos; to higself. As with
modern man, so with Caldwell, there is a little bit of Chfiot. In choos-
sing to give rather than to take, to follow his apiritunlstather“thqn«his
animal instincts, to transcend his envitonment rather than to conform to

-4

it, modern man becomes the architect of his own des:iny. A man s deatiny,



that is the moral and spiritual quality of his 1life, is.first of all a
matter of influence. The second factor in detérmiﬁing destiny‘is’¥he
nature of the mind and spirit which receive theseAinfiuéﬁcea.‘ If
modern man is willing, teachers like George will be successfu1.~L1ké
Caldwell, Bech is frustrated by what he feels to be the 1neffect1veﬁ§ss‘
of his work. Bech feels to this point in his life thgt vhat he has aoné
does not matter, He is tired and.womn~out, but the éeé?ch must go on.

As Caldwell 18, modern man and Bech are frightenéd by deatﬁ. ‘
Hawthorne brings this thought closer to Bech in the iﬁagq of Roger Mél-
vin dying alone in the f;rest. When Bech goes to,theugiéls college in
Virginia, he throws "himﬁelf like seed upon the-ieafj swéeﬁ gatih of
Virginia, within a grove of oaks on the edge of the campus, and mute=
ly begging Someone, Something, for mercy." ,(gég, p. 99)'1This fear
of death before "his time" 4s the same fear that‘moaé;n m;n ha;. Bech
is afraid that he will leave his work undone whilevmodéfniman is afraid
that he will kave wife and children before properli p:§§;&ing for them,
Bech, like modern man, seems to plead with God whenevgi thete appears
to be a crisis. | | -

Bech recognizes nature's law that someﬁhings m@at Qié in 6ider fbr
others to live when he talks about love-making to the cpliege girls:

'For example, lovemaking,'Béch said, and to hia:

horror beheld her blush surging up again, and

beheld beyond her blush an entire seething unf-.
verse of brainless breeding, of moist interpene-
tration, of slippery clinging copulation, of
courtship dances and come-on signals, of which
her hapless blush, known to her, was one. He
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doubted that he could stand here another minute with-
out fainting. Their massed fertility was overvhelm-
ing; their bodies were being broadened and readied to
generate from their own cells a new body to be pushed
from the old, and in time to push bodies from itself,
and so on into eternity, an ocean of doubling end re-
doubling cells within which his own conscious moment
was gsoon to wink out. He had no child. He had
spilled his seed upon the ground., Yet we are all
seed spilled upon the ground. (BAB, p. 112)

Bech's child is his work, He believes that all he has written before has
gone for nothing and that he will die and be eternally forgotten. For Bech

to be eternally forgotten is a death here on earth. He had hit his liter-

ary stride in his first book, Travel Light. Even the titié has a trans-

cient connotation. As Bech travels in his quest, he seeks'an identity
through his works, Like modern man, Bech is afraid thatThe will be lost
in the "shuffle." |

The alienation that Bech feels is caused by himself, He never estab-
lishes meaningful relations with anyone. He doesn't want or need a wife.
He needs a woman for only the physical relief. His work is the mainifac-
tor in his life. He knows that his work is alipping:éway from him and he
is unable to do anything about it, | | A

Like modern man, Bech wants immortality, Bech 1e4able to aéhieée
this by being elected to the Academy of Arts and Sciences and has a-
chieved an immortality while here on earth.

The fear of death is also present in the 1n1tiateé. ;ﬁe see this

particularly in David Kern in "Pigeon Peathers’" Like o# many of today's



young people, David is afraid of the unknown, the uncertain - death.
While sitting in the outhouse, David is ‘visited by an exact viaion of
death," (PF, p. 88) a vision ending thus: "And the earth tunbles on,
and the sun expires, and unaltering darkness reigns wherq,tnce>there-
were stars.”" (PF, p. 89) After David experiences his vision éf;death,
he reflects that this kind of extinction is not jtat‘another threat,‘an-
other pain, "it was qualitatively different."{ (EE, po 90) There are

four other philosophical .storiecs in Pigeon Feathers and Other Storiea

concerned with death, David has doubts about the existence of the soul
and the certainty of eternal life. 1In "Tha Autronomzr" the scientiat
Bela has seen in the nothingnesé of the New beico deeertfa viqicn of
his own mortality and a prophecy of his extinction. Iﬁi“iifééuArd"

the divinity student often has felt “death rushing toward ma like an
express train," (FF, p.1h8) and he sees theology as a frightened at-
tempt to bridge the abyss of man's knowledge of hia mortality. In "The
Blessed Man of Boston, My Grandmother's Thimble, and Fanning Island"'
the death of the narrator's grandmother has made him conscious of thev
perishability of the tichgst part of human experience and‘the story

is an attempt to invest her with immortality. And in "?acked Dirt,
Churchgoing, A Dying Cat, A Traded Car" David Kern, like Peter Cald- - .
well is terror stricken at the realization that his fnther may die. |

We find one of Updike's more powerful stories about the passage '

from childhood to adolescence in '"The Dogwood Ttee." ~The;atory con~

117
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cerns the three problems of the modern American initiate: sex, religion,
and art. As the initiate tries to find direction in life and consciously
strive towards those values that seem to him to be important, the first
experience of grappling with the three imponderables always remain deter-
minative. Even when the initiate revolts againgst his past and aims to
set his sights in a new direction, what he was, still moﬁlde what he is.
This is not to deny the reality of the importance of the choices that
he makes along the way, bul he is usually quite misled by the explanations
he gives himself at the time of decision. Updike notes "that the stabil-
ity of his own chil&hood was purchased at the price of catastrophe in
the world at large - the Depression and the Second World waf. Updike's
universe may look enclosed and parochial, too slight and too safe to con-
tain the tragedy and terror that occupy the headlines of our disordered
days. But he holds to a faith that does not despair of finding the ba-
sis of his experience of finding a place where human values may be nour-
ished and mature, he maintains that extremes, incoherent in themselves,
meet in a middle point; and that man may still rest, if he will, upon

o1

the eternal simplicities that our earth sustains." Doeg this differ
from anything that all of us have experienced at one time during youth?
It is in Qg The Farm that !we meet the nostalgia of an overurban-

ized American for his country roots, and the sense that a highly un-

97. Hamilton, Contemporary Writers, pp. 8,9.
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dustrialized monster feeding on stereotypes must, éooner rather than

later, open its claws to crush this rural pocket of tranquility and

sane values."98 There is a sense of the break-u§ of families and the
need to adjust to new loyalties and yet he must éemain faithful’to

the old. Joey has forgotten the passage in théTBibiaktﬁéﬁféayé%thatlman
should leave his parents and cling to his wife. He did'not.db;;his
with the first wife for his mother's influence was still strcng'dur-
ing the first marriage. The second wife is strong ;nd will fight the
mother. Joey, as modern man has done time and time again, has not
placed love in the correct "file." It is not until fﬁe:eud of the

book that Joey is able to correctly categoriée the different»lovea

that he has and place them in the correct order.

The alienation of Joey Robinson is not so much from éociety as
Rabbit Angstrom's, but from the farm and his femily, Joey is a mem-
ber of the dog-eat-dog community of modern man. Like many rural
y;ung people, Joey has migrated to New York in search of more money
and evidently has found it. His mother calls hié job a "proatitute'a:
job."” Unlike Peter Caldwell, Joey has succumbed to money. In.ghg
Centaur, as Peter lies in the bedroom of the hotel at which he gnd hié
father are staying in Alton, his father comes hpataira'énd egp1é1ns'

that he has met a man willing to offer a creative young person like

98, Anthony Burgess, ''Language, Myth and Mr, Updike,"’
Commonweal (Volume 83, Feb 11, 1966), p. 558, -



Peter a job in advertising that leadb to a salary of twenty thousand
dollars a year. Peter shows no interest, and his féther says Viéh
a chuckle, "the hell with him, huh? I guess that's the attitudé to
take." (TC, p.128) The career so quickly turnedjdown by Petef has
been accepted by Joey. Peter has accepted his gifﬁ of art whereas
Joey has refused his, -

The problem of sexuaiity has been a aubjec;'for much concefn
for modern man. Updike treats sex in a spirituai‘wéy.‘.“ |

"To close the window I left the bed. The small thump of the
sash seemed to trigger the night; lightning flashed behind Schoel-
kopf's hill and thunder, 1ike a violent gueatvgro;nitoé Quch>a£ homa, .
clapped. I got back into bed faéing Peggy. - Her warmthiﬁitered‘my |
flesh. She put her oval hand upon me." (OTF, pJBTT)m/Tﬁére ié A
need to relate the impersonal world of nature to the pérdénal ﬁbr}d
in the bedroom. This produces a purely fanciful kind_éffhnthropomoré
phism, This is an attempc to mitigate with the languagé‘;f mass~commyn-
ication-sex. Updike uses sexuality in this nbvel in orde? to probe the
possibility for our living daily in a state of natural,piety and for E
our pressing through to a vision of heavenly grace. H1q sexug11tj now
is no longer that of the awakening initiate meeting hialfirst Qisillués
ioning shock. It is a sexuality in religious terms and:he'asks:moderﬂ
man if they have found a Cod to whom they cahfpray,hénd fiee forgiven?,

Sexuality in Updike reaches a high point in,ccugles:;wAgain-it is

120
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a sexuality in religious terms. After the'couples have dispersed, Up-
dike seems to be saying, "After Christianity, what?" For the most part
Couples seems to disapprove of what it displays by realizing Updike's

prediction in The Poorhouse Fair of an America in which "the population

soared... and the economy swelled, and iron became'increaSingly dilute,
and houses more niggardly built, and everywhere was:éuffefance,'good
sense, wealth, irreligion, and peace. The natiop bécame 6ne of pleasure-
seekers; the pecople continued to live as cells of aibody do in the coffin,
for the conception 'America' and died in their skulis." (ggg, De 110 )
This describes Tarbox and suburbia in modern America today. Like the
modern man of suburbia, the couples lack real purfoSe and‘séend their
lives in copulation; ignoring morality and éven igﬁdring‘ﬁhe outéide
world. Not even death has much power overvtheir hea;ts. "On thé‘night
of President Kennedy's assassination, fhey glve a pafty bébause the
booze was already boughﬁ. Tarbox society is showﬁ_t6 be the conscious
articulation ofiﬂmerican value, and thus a microcosm of the whole of
Western civilization.99 Updike sees only oné ans%éiTto this problem

and he points this out in a complex structure of biﬂliéal»parallelism.
The internal action is the énnouncement of an apo;;lyptic‘naj ofithe
Lord, one which comes as darkness and not as light,iﬁringing Judgment

upon individuals and upon nations. This is introduced by the words,

99. Hemilton, Elements, p. 216.



"Then the supernatural declared itself." (C, p'360

Piet, like Lot, has been raised in the knowledge of the
God of Abram. Like Lot, he has a wife and two daughters.
Like Lot, he has left the tents of Abram and gone to live
among the heathen in the cities of the Plain. Piet is
not only Hanema/anima/Life, he is Lot, the man with two
virgin daughters, who flees Sodom, and leaves his wife
behind. Tarbox may qualify as a modern Sodom, if Fred-
dy 18 to be trusted when he tells Angela that Piet alone
among their circle of couples is properly heterosexual.
But Updike makes another identiffcation. Once when An-
gela asks, her eyes flashing, whether Piet wishes her.
to practice fellatio, he replies; "No, no, no. Good
heavens, no. That's sodomy.'" But this practice he
follows constantly with Foxy, and it is particularly -
emphasized in the last days he spends with her in Tar-
box before she leaves to get her divorce. And just ‘as
the Cities of the Plain are destroyed by fire from hea-
ven, so Tarbox's Congregational Church is burned at the
end of the novel. '"God's own lightning has struck it."
Then as Piet sees the church burn after the lightning
has struck it, he 'watched his wife walk away, turn
once, white, to look, and walk on, leading their virgin
girls."100

This is an interesting observation by the Hamiltons for is not modern
man like Lot? Modern man 1s often alienated from where heybelongs as
Lot belonged with Abram, or close to God. Modern man is séduced by

the temptations of Sodom just as Lot was. Piet succumbed :.to the temp-
tations, but like modern man and Lot he knew that there wag a God who
will not be mocked. |

Every community, even the most enlightened, needs these two...
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Thorne, the fearer of life and organizer or amnesiac activities;
Hanema, the coward and the embracer of life (the Greek word means
both); also, Hanema the builder whose new structures change the
community, and challenge its commitment to death;.Hanema the adul-
terer, who threatens dead marriages and builds rickety affairs
over them; Hanema the free lance acrobat who makes up his own play

without regard to the priest.101

When Freddy does hot accept Piet,
life leaves the community and the dead hand of organized religion
remains. When the organizer drives out the prophet, even the organ-
ization suffers and so the couples are replaced by'othersf

Marriage for modern man has been a main topic for discussion
for a number of years. Is the contract necessary or not? Updike in
this novel comments upon the contemporary effort of man to live the
virtuous life, asking whether the relationship of)mérriage can be
understood by those who have ceased to know themselves as sons of
Adam. Marriage is stated in the book to have a double foundation -
admiration and trust. In the religious sphere this is the reason why
man turns to worship God. On earth, this is the condition making pos-
sible kindness and selflessness in and out of marriage.

Connections are even hinted between Kennedy and Piet Hanema -

two men who.offecr life and surprise to these dead cells of American

101. Sheed, Po 310
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1life, these play-churches and are rejected, In years;to cohe the -
town of Tarbox will disappear, but the waves willvatill‘GQ‘pouhding
against the shore. But really all that matters for Updike andwmodern
man is whether or not God exists and whether His 1ntenti§ns are
friendly for mankind. 1In Couples Updike has written a péinfulynatural
history of Man, and it would have been in his intetesté‘#o mgké it big
with personal tragedy. But this goes against Updike's féligion. So

instead, it trails off on a note of irony, like Tender lé The Night.

Existence is tragedy enough for a Calvinist temperament like his own .
and nothing that happens to anyone in particular can‘addyhery much to

that.lo3

From sexuality as a means in searching we go to runniﬁg and sex-
uality in Rabbit, Run. '"Rabbit Angstrom is fighting 1nst1nct1ve1y what
Niebuhr has been fighting since the 1930's," says Rober£~Detwei1er.

"He has been speaking against a false moralism and a belief in human -
progress that conceals the actual sinful nature of man and aociety.
Our whole difficulty in American Protestanism is;inahavigg 8o long re-
garded Christianity as synonymous with the simple command to love God
and our fellow men, that we have forgotten that the Chriatian religion

is really a great deal more than this." 1104 Updike is copcerned with -

102. Ibid., p. 32.
103. Ibid.' P. 33.

104. Detweiler, pp. 17,18,



the damaging effects of falsé love relationéhipq'wﬁich?ékiat in Rabbit's
community as well as our modern socieﬁy. T?é tddnapeoplekloved Rabbit
as a high school sports star, but seem no longef go’caraiaﬁout him.
Rabbit has a much more religious relationship with his mistress than.
with his wife. Tothero's concern for Rabbit 1sffor:éheﬁ$ehefit,thét
Rabbit can do for him. Eécles' love for God is qﬁestioﬁaﬁle.‘

What makes Rabbit run is ﬁhat has fruaﬁfated médefhfmnn;'.gghgig,
Run is a catalogue of modern misfortunes. Tﬁose whchgbfidéntify with
Rabbit as a human charactér findlin him a convenient release from the -
demands of human dignity.los Mr. Rupp has lived in Utopia if he finds'
Rabbit only a means to rid oneself of human'digﬁitY} Rabbit is trapped
as modern man is in a deménding gociety. Hé rebels against this waste-
land into which he is born. |

What alienates Harry from the wofid around him is his intention, :
and the disproportion of ﬁhac 1n§ention to the_reélity~wﬁich,he;encounf

10?\ In consistently opposing

ters is responsible for his absufd stance.
the reality which he encountefs,'Rabbit becoﬁeaﬁa’aeekeg'df,the highly
spiritual devotion, again;: the world.b Becapse”dﬁ‘fhis‘hé becomes a

very special kind of saint. Like manyﬁmoderﬁ één;iaabbicgis'n seeker,

and because of the nature of his search, he is set apart from the world

105. Richard H. Rupp, "John Updike: Style in Search:of a.
Center," Sewanee Review (Volume 75, 1367), p. 702,

_106. Galloway, p. 39.
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in which he lives, He 18 rejected bi both his own family,and his

wife and her family because ofyhia dedicéiion!to:"abmetﬁing that

wants me to find it.% (gg,p. 107) Rgbbit strives for .the same
perfection and skill in-life that he had known on' the basketball

court, As a special saint Rabbit must free himself from.both the
rationalism of the Springers and the spiritual ‘subjectivisn of.

Eccles, Like modern man, ﬂarry is alienated, buf he never ‘gives

up. He continues to try; For a‘saintflikesﬁarr&;”it';ég%he"struggle,~"
not the success of the struggle, that counts.,

Like modern man, Rabbit ié éoncerned:iifhuﬁhéthgr;p;inot’
people 1like him, In fac; Rabbit's relations to everyoneiare estabe'
lished in terms of whqtﬁer:of ﬁot they like him: his‘parents,sister, - -
Tothero, mistress, and Qccieé ;ho doj his in-laws, Totherdo's girl,
and Kruppenbach who do not. ﬁe never achleves deep communication, -
with anyone. The reason;for:thiafmAyibéfthat no“one tiriés with Rabbit
other than to say, "See, I tolQ;you‘é;;"

The novel is a groﬁesqﬁoyalleso;yfof Anerican’life,with its myth
of happiness and success,its dangerous innocence and. crippling antagon=-
ism between value and t%ct.???;Butfevan;more:sigﬁfficﬁﬁtiit}1s*th61
story of the spirit thirsting for room to discover and’.be itSelf,ducke-
ing,dodging,staying outfof feéch of everything-that.will pin 1t down

and impale it on fixed,immutable laws.that‘are not:of ite. own making

107. Richard Gilman, "A Distinguished” Image.ofsPrecarious
Life," Commonweal (Volume 73,)ctober 28,1960),p.129.
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and do not consider its integrity. This is a rebellion against the
nature of existence, but it is the rebellion in which 511 of modern
men are involved with greater or lesser consciousness. ‘'Harry has
no taste for the dark, tangled, visceral aspect of Chriatianity, the
going through quality of it, the passage into death and sﬁfferiﬁg |
that redeems and inverts these thinga,'like an umbrell#)bldwing:inr
side out. He lacks the mindful will to walk the straigﬁ€ 1ine of a
paradox., His eyes turn toward the light however it glandéa into his
retina." (RR, p.197)

The angst or anxiety that has conceived Rabbit's running bfings
forth both pride and sensuality. Man falls into pride, when ﬁe seeks -
to raise his contingent existence to unconditioned gignificance; he
falls into sensuality, when he seeks to escape from his unlimited pos-

sibilities of freedom, from the perils and responsibilities of self-

decermination.los The opposition between life as it is lived and con-
ventional and theoretical postulates is here dramatized iﬁ the form of
the unconscious and mind reacting against all forms of social order.
Rabbit is solely a creature of instinct. Hié motives, hig values, and
his decisions follow immediately from his direct apérehensions; To see

for Rabbit is to know. Just like a rabbit he 1nst1nctive1y reacts to

108. Detweiler, p. 20.



128

sense impressions with eithér disgust or rapture. People, objects, and
memories all fuse indiscriminately in Rabbit's mind, and his evaluation
of such sensations 18 essentially aesthetic. His Aesthetic sense always
acts as his moral sense; it guides his will., No thinking occurs, and
none is described. There 18 merely a flood of images, then action; Rab-
bit begins to run. Rabbit's only other means of explaining himself is
to match his present life against his days of glory as a basketball star.
As death 1s one of the facts of life for modern man, so Rabbit is
perplexed by a dream of death that he has. The dream of death leads him
into searching questions about life, questions which are not abstract
and philosophical, but urgent and personal. '"Why was he set down here,
why is this town, a dull subufb of a third-rate city, for him the center
and index of a universe that contains immense prairies, mountains, deserts,
forests, coastlines, cities, seas? This childish mystery - the mystery of
'any place' preclude to the ultimate, ‘Why am I me?' - starts panic in
his heart. Co0lness spreads through his body and he feels detached, as
at last he is, what he's always dreaded, walking on air.” (RR, p.254)
Like all seekers, and modern man must be considered a seeker, Rabbit
seeks absolute answers to these questions. ‘''He wants every why to be
traceable to the will of God. Furthermore, the will of God must be dis-
cernable by men, and every action must be explicable as part of God's co-

109

herent plan.’ Ruth's answer that there is no God and no plan, and

109. Howard M. Harper, Jr., "John Updike: The Intrinsic Problem of
Human Existence,' Concept of Human Destiny in Five American Novelists:
Bellow, Salinger, Mailer, Baldwin, Updike (Dissertation, Penn State,
1964), p. 274.
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and that life is meaningless is too terrible for Rabbit to contemplate.
The real indictment of the American Protestant society which Updike

110 There is little

treats is its failure to give Rabbit a saving answer.
doubt that Rabbit's problem is a religious one and it is evident that Up-
dike considers it such by the quotation from Pascal preceding the novel,
“the motions of Grace, the hardness of the heart; external circumstances."
In this sentence we have the individual sin ("the hardness of the heart')
and social evil ("external circumstances'). There is the other aspect
of Niebuhr's analysis in "the motions of Grace'" throughout the book, but
Rabbit cannot find grace because the term itself has become so used and
because the context of Rabbit's Protestantism will not admit the serious-
ness of sin from which grace can result.

At the end of the book, Rabbit feels himself once more as "infinite-
ly small and easy to capture."” But ironically, it is this smallness
which enables him to avoid the traps intended for him. By passing off
he had made the men guarding him look foolish, and by remaining 'pure
blank" he has avoided the nets of the various theories which would {mpri-
son him by defining, in too limited terms who and what he is. 1Imn his
smallness is his vastness. The penalty is that his hands are empty; he

is a nobody. This painful paradox is what makes him run. And isn't

the life of modern man the same painful paradox?

110, Detweiler, p. 22.
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viTA

I was born on November 2,1935 in Hagerstown,Maryland. My
father was a minister with the First Churches of God of North
America; thercfore, we moved quite then and after attending
sevén schools in Western Pennsylvania and Maryland I was grad~
uated from Westminster High School in Westminster,Maryland in
1953, After a year of working, I attended Western Maryland
College and graduated from there in 1958 with an A B, degree
in Fnglish~Bducation. I taught ninth grade English for one
year; afterwards I entered the United States Army and have been
a member of the armj since July 13,1959, My rank is presently

Major and I will be leaving for my second tour in Viet Nam in

April, 1971,
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